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Montezuma Well Trail 
How to use this booklet 

This is your guide for use on the trail. Numbered mark
ers along the trail refer to numbered paragraphs in this 
booklet. If you wish to keep a copy you may purchase one 
for 15 cents, or you may use it free and return it to the box 
at the end of the trail. 

What is Montezuma Well? 
The "Well" is a natural limestone sinkhole of tremen

dous size. It measures 470 feet across and the surface of 
the water is 70 feet below the overlook. The water averages 
55 feet in depth. 

The water enters the floor of the "Well" from subterra
nean springs and leaves through the south wall. The rate of 
discharge at the outlet is over a million and a half gallons a 
day. 
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Centuries ago this steady and dependable source of wa
ter was the center of a busy Indian farming community 
which used it to irrigate its fields in the bottomlands of 
nearby Beaver Creek. Today the ruined homes of these 
pueblo people stand around the rim of the "Well" as silent 
sentinels over the domain of their builders. 

Help preserve the natural scene —by observing the fol
lowing rules: 

Stay on the marked trails. Climbing along the cliffs 
is dangerous and prohibited. 

Do not throw anything into the "Well." leave the 
rocks where they are and put trash in the trash cans. 

This is a wildlife refuge. Leave the plants and ani
mals undisturbed for the next visitor to see. 

Take nothing but pictures, leave nothing but footprints. 

THE TRAIL 

1. The Verde Limestone. This is a good place to stop 
and look at the rock in which Montezuma Well was form
ed. About 3 million years ago, because of a lava flow from 
Squaw Peak (visible over the rimrock to the southeast), 
the Verde River was dammed and the Verde Valley be
came an area of marshy land and lakes. Streams from the 
higher elevations to the northeast carried untold quantities 
of limy mud into the valley. This material settled, compact
ed, and eventually became the Verde Limestone. 

2. The fields. To the right and over the cliff, the fields 
used by the Hohokam and the Sinagua Indians may be 
seen. On about sixty acres of bottom land along Beaver 
Creek the Indians toiled to raise their crops of corn, beans, 

Right: Montezuma Welt, looking to the southeast. Large trees con

ceal cave and part of stream which drains the "Well." Note ruins on 
"Well" rim. 
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squash, and cotton. T o water their fields they used the over
flow from Montezuma W e l l by diverting the water into ir-
gation ditches. T o d a y the fields are green and trees abound 
because modern man is using the same water source to ir
rigate his crops. 

3. Cliffdwellings. In the wall directly in front of you 
are the remains of two cliffdwellings. The selection of 
homesites was very important to the prehistoric Indians. 
T h e y had to be close to water (Montezuma W e l l ) , and 
farmland (which you have just seen) , and they needed pro
tection from possible enemies. All of these requirements 
were met here, protection being gained by the inaccessibili
ty of the homes. Ropes and ladders would have been neces
sary to reach the water or the rim of the "Wel l . " 

4 . Trail to inside of the "Well." Tu rn left here for 
a side trip down to the " W e l l " and to Stakes 5 and 6. T h e 
trail is about 200 yards long and descends to a total of 100 
steps. You must return over the same trail. 

Note: Those who do not wish to make the trip inside the "Well" 
may continue straight ahead to Stake 7. 

5. Inner outlet. Follow the short trail on the left and 
you will be able to see where the overflow from the " W e l l " 
leaves to begin its trip to the irrigation ditch near Beaver 
Creek. Th i s ancient channel is the one Beaver Creek inter
sected, draining the water-filled cavern creating Montezu
ma W e l l . 

Caution: The bright green leaves on the far bank are poison-
ivy — "three (eaves green, don't touch me." 

6. "Well" cave ruin. T h e cave on the right and the 
excavated ruin on the left at one time were part of a small 
village near the water level of the " W e l l . " 

If you peer into the cave itself you can see a small dwell
ing toward the rear; imagine what life here would have been 
like 800 or 900 years ago. Do not enter the cave. T h e dan
ger of falling rocks, rattlesnakes and bats make entering 
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this cave dangerous and "out of bounds." 
The ruin on the left is the most recently excavated and 

stabilized within the Monument. Here you can clearly see 
the outlines and floor plan of this pueblo. Notice how the 
small doorways afforded protection from the elements and 
possible enemies. 

Note: To return to the main trail you must retrace your steps 

to the top of the rim. At the top of the stairs turn left for Stake 7. 

Smaller pueblo as it might have appeared in A. D. 1300 

7. Small pueblo. This jumble of limestone slabs was 
once a 20-room apartment house, and is typical of the small 
villages which dotted the Verde Valley of 800 years ago. 
After its abandonment, the roofs decayed and the upper 
walls fell in, burying the foundations. 

T h e Indians who lived here had many tasks to occupy 
them. T h e y farmed, dug and repaired irrigation ditches, 
harvested their crops, gathered wild plants, hunted game, 
wove cotton and yucca fibers into cloth, and kept busy with 
many other jobs of a self-sustaining community. N o doubt 
they also gave thanks to the Power they felt responsible 
for providing this water supply, and left prayer offerings 
at the " W e l l " cave. 

8. Larger pueblo. Here is another abandoned village 
of the Sinagua Indians, the same group who built Monte
zuma Castle and the small pueblo you have just passed. 
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Originally, this pueblo was a two to three story structure 
of 55 rooms. Built in a good location for defense, it com
pletely covered the narrowest part of the rim. It also guard
ed trails which went down into the " W e l l " and to the 
" W e l l " outlet farther down the hillside. It may be that the 
villagers gave added protection to their homes by building 
the lower stories without any wall openings. Entry would 
have been by ladder to hatchways in the roof, from which 
the ladders could be pulled out of reach in case of attack. 
T h e trail continues to your right. 

The larger pueblo as it might have looked in its heyday. 

9. Turn left here for a side trip down to the " W e l l " 
outlet and Beaver Creek, and stakes 10, 11, and 12. T h e 
trail is about a half block long and descends a total of 45 
steps. You must return over the same trail. 

Note: Those not wishing fo moke the trip to the "Well" outlet 
may continue fo the right to the parking area. 

JO. Beaver Creek. Originating to the north and east 
in the Mogollon Rim country, spring-fed Beaver Creek is a 
tributary of the Verde River, joining the latter about 10 
miles south of here. 

T h e creek was named for the beavers that at one time 
were common here, although rarely seen today. Look across 
the creek and see if you can find evidence of beaver cut
tings. 
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11. Irrigation ditch. If we had been here 800 to 900 
years ago the ditch might have appeared just as it does to
day; the prehistoric ditch the Indians used would have been 
in approximately the same location. 

The water from the "Well" contains a large amount of 
lime in solution. This very hard water caused the prehistoric 
ditch to become coated with limestone, preventing seepage 
and reducing evaporation. (See excavated ditch by Infor
mation Station). About 600 pounds of lime in solution flow 
through the ditch daily. Under proper conditions, the lime 
might form a deposit on the wall as thick as one-quarter 
inch per year. 

The warm, 75 degree temperature of the water flowing 
from the "Well" permits the growth of many plants and 
small animals. Watercress, dock, whorled pennywort, and 
monkeyflowers are readily seen. Frogs and turtles are often 
seen sunning along the bank. 

"Well" outlet 
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12. "Well" outlet. The overflow from the "Weir' 
springs (see paragraph 5) has passed from the inside 
of the "Well" through approximately 50 yards of limestone 
to reach this point. Tests have shown that this 50-yard trip 
requires about 7 minutes. Over 1000 gallons of water a min
ute, or 1,500,000 gallons a day, leave the "Well" to play 
its role in bottomland irrigation along Beaver Creek. 

Note: To return to the parking area you must retrace your 
steps to the top of the cliff and then turn left tor the short trip to 
the and of the trail. 

W e of the National Park Service hope that you have en
joyed your walk on the Montezuma Well trail. Please re
turn this booklet before you leave, or you may purchase 
it by depositing 15 cents in the drop box. 

OTHER THINGS TO SEE 
Before you leave, stop and see the pithouse located near 

the road on the way back to the Information Station. 

Shelter covering pithouse near Montezuma Well. 
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About A. D. 1100 the Hohokam Indians built a "commun
ity building" here. It was larger than a typical family dwell
ing and was probably used for religious and other meetings. 
The walls of poles, brush, and mud have long since disine-
grated, but the hard-packed floor surface remains to tell 
how it was built. 

Excavated porton of prehistoric irrigation ditch located near the 

Information Station at Montezuma Well. 

Located next to the Information Station is an irrigation 
ditch. This is part of the original prehistoric ditch that car
ried water from the outlet of Montezuma Well to fields 
along Beaver Creek. This ancient waterway was dug with 
stone tools to an average depth of 3 feet, and a length of 
over a mile. 

The water from the "Well" contains a great deal of dis
solved lime which, deposited over the centuries, has given 
the ditch a natural "cement" lining. Since the lime deposit 
prevented water loss by seepage, the Indians left it undis
turbed when the ditches were cleaned. In some places the 
lining built up to over a foot in thickness. 
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HOW THE "WELL" WAS FORMED 
The Verde Valley has a violent history. About 3 million 

years ago a volcanic eruption from the flunk of Squaw 
Peak, southwest of Camp Verde, poured lava down the 
mountain side and blocked the canyon through which the 
ancient Verde River flowed. A series of lakes were backed 
up behind the dam and covered most of the valley. Tribu
tary streams brought lime, sand, and silt into lakes, and 
as the centuries passed, limestone formed. 

Meanwhile, lake overflow patiently wore and deepened 
a permanent stream channel through the lava dam. Finally 
the lakes drained and the limy deposits were left high and 
dry. The resurrected river and its tributaries cut deeper and 
deeper into the lake bed formations, and after thousands of 
years carved the wide valleys and limestone cliffs we see 
today. Erosion's relentless tools — wind, water, and frost 
have shaped and molded the exposed limestone into its 
present form. 

The stage was now set for the formation of Montezuma 
Well. 

Sections through Montezuma Wetl, as it was, and as it is today 

Through the long centuries after the draining of the lake, 
ground water slowly dissolved the limestone, forming an 
immense underground, water-filled cavern. Beaver Creek 
eventually intersected one of the side passages (see dia-

10 



gram) and the water supporting the roof began to empty 
into the creek. With the support gone, the weakened lime
stone above the cave collapsed — and Montezuma Well 
came into being. Water continues to flow into the bottom of 
the "Well" and out through the side passage, keeping the 
water level of the miniature lake constant. At the outlet the 
Indians diverted the flow into an irrigation ditch centuries 
ago. 

The "Well" is a natural wildlife refuge. In the blue-
green waters live aquatic plants and insects, frogs, turtles, 
muskrats, and other dwellers of this strange, silent little 
world. The water entering the "Well" is highly charged 
with carbon dioxide, as are many subterranean waters. This 
explains the absence of fish, even though there is an ade
quate oxygen supply. The carbon dioxide level is such that 
it interferes with respiration and is, therefore, lethal to 
fish. During the winter ducks and coots skim the surface, 
harvesting the abundant food they find there. Land birds 
are numerous, over 100 species having been recorded. In 
summer, you might see lizards, ground squirrels, and maybe 
even a harmless snake. The only dangerous animal is the 
rattlesnake, easily avoided if you stay on the trails. 

MAN IN THE VERDE VALLEY 

The earliest Indians of the Verde Valley may have lived 
here as far back as 4,000 years ago. Their long-aban
doned campsites tell us that they were nomadic hunters 
and gatherers, but most of their story is obscured by the 
long passage of time. 

The first permanent settlers, called the Hohokam, moved 
into the valley from the south, about A. D. 600. These were 
the industrious farmers who constructed the irrigation ca
nals at Montezuma Well. The Hohokam lived in small, 
scattered villages; their dwellings were made of poles, 
brush, and mud. These homes were built partly under
ground, and today are called pithouses. They made plain, 
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brown pottery vessels for storage and cooking, and buff-
colored ware with red designs for more important occas
ions. About A. D. 1070 many of the Hohokam left the val
ley and, attracted by better farmland, moved north into the 
Flagstaff region. 

Shortly afterward, another group of Indian farmers, cal
led the Sinagua, entered the valley from the plateau to the 
north and east. T h e Sinaguans, while living on the plateau, 
practiced "dry farming" taking advantage of the natural 
moisture in the soil. Upon arriving in the Verde Valley they 
adopted the more efficient Hohokam method of irrigation. 
T h e Sinagua also lived in small villages, but their houses, 
though made of the same material as those of the Hohokam, 
were built on the surface. 

A prolonged drought on the plateau to the north during 
A. D. 1276-99, caused a "land rush" into the valley where 
spring-fed streams continued to flow. As more and more 
refugees came into the valley competition for precious farm
land doubtlessly caused considerable inter-village strife. 
T h e small villages were abandoned as the people moved to
gether and built large pueblos. It was during this time that 
Montezuma Castle, the hilltop fortress of Tuzigoot, and 
the village at Montezuma W e l l were constructed. Be
tween A. D. 1125 and A. D . 1400 a farming community of 
about 150 to 200 Indians lived in the vicinity of Monte 
zuma Wel l . 

By A. D. 1400 the pueblo dwellers abandoned the valley. 
W h y ? Nobody knows. Perhaps lack of farmland, disease, 
conflict, and other reasons were the cause. T h e y scattered 
like the wind; many perhaps returning to the plateau to the 
north and merging with the ancestors of the present day 
Hopi. Behind them the great Ve rde Valley pueblos slowly 
crumbled into ruins. 

Over 100 years after the Indians moved away, the 
" W e l l " was discovered by another group of people — the 
Spanish expedition of Antonio de Espejo, who stopped 
here in 1583, Almost 300 years later, the sinkhole was given 
its present name when a group of pioneers returning from a 
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scouting trip said, "That's quite a body of water for a dry 
country; must have been old Montezuma's well." Although 
the Aztec emperor and war lord, Montezuma II, who lived 
during the 1500's in the Valley of Mexico, 2000 miles to 
the south, never came this far north and certainly didn't in
clude this in his water rights, the name has stuck. 

It wasn't until 1854, when Arizona became a territory, 
that the first American settlers came to the valley. A 
military post was established at Camp Verde to subdue the 
Apaches, which was accomplished by 1873. Then at long 
last, the Verde Valley settled into peace and security and 
awaited the westward march of civilization. 

Montezuma Castle, in danger of being damaged by 
souvenir hunters, was made a National Monument under 
the newly established Antiquities Act, in 1906. In 1933-34 
Tuzigoot Ruin, near Clarkdale, was scientifically excavat
ed, and in 1939 was also made a National Monument. Eight 
years later, in the spring of 1947, Montezuma Well was 

Montezuma Castle 



Aerial view of Montezuma Well and Beaver Creek 

added as a detached section of Montezuma Castle Nation
al Monument. 

So it is that the outstanding scenic and archeological feat
ures of the Verde Valley have been set aside for the bene
fit and enjoyment of present and future generations. 

The National Park Service preserves them in their natur
al, unspoiled condition. Hunting, tree cutting, pottery hunt-
mg and defacing natural or historic features is prohibited. 
National Park Rangers are on duty the year round to pro
tect these areas for you. They consider it a privilege to ex
plain outstanding features, answer questions, or direct you 
to other Indian ruins and scenic areas of the Southwest. 

Montezuma Well and the 262 acres surrounding it is 
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Bird's-eye view of the Verde Valley, including Tuzigoot, Montezuma Castle and Montezuma Well 
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part of Montezuma Castle National Monument and is ad
ministered for the American Public by the National .Park 
Service, a part of the United States Department of the In
terior. 

MISSION 66 

Mission 66 is a 10-year conservation program, now in 
progress, to insure the wisest use of the National Park Sys
tem. Its aims are to enable you to enjoy and understand the 
Parks and Monuments to the greatest extent possible, and 
at the same time, to preserve their scenic and scientific val
ues for future generations. 

CONSERVATION - YOU CAN HELP! 

If you are interested in the work of the National Park 
Service and in the cause of conservation in general, you can 
give active expression of this interest, and lend support by 
alining yourself with one of the numerous conservation or
ganizations, which act as spokesmen for those who wish 
our scenic heritage to be kept unimpaired for the enjoyment 
of future generations. 

Names and addresses of conservation organizations may 
be obtained from the ranger. 

OTHER NATIONAL MONUMENTS IN THE VICINITY 

T U Z I G O O T Near Clarkdale 
W A L N U T C A N Y O N Near Flagstaff 
W U P A T K I Near Flagstaff 
SUNSET CRATER Near Flagstaff 
CASA G R A N D E Near Coolidge 
T O N T O Near Globe & Miami 

9th Ed. 8/62 10M 
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Pride in your government, love of the land, and 
faith in the American tradition, are things the National 
Parks and Monuments give to you. To assure these in 
fullest measure is our task, worthy of our highest 
measure of dedication. 



offset by mm^ss 
t i o i l t i i i o a l 

This booklet is published in cooperation with the National Park Service 
by the 

SOUTHWESTERN MONUMENTS ASSOCIATION 
which is a non-profit distributing organization pledged to aid in the 

preservation and interpretation of Southwestern features 
of outstanding national interest. 

The Association lists for sale many interesting and excellent publications for 
adults and children and hundreds of color sildes on Southwestern subjects. 
These make fine gifts for birthdays, parties, and special occasions, and many 
prove to be of value to children in their school work and hobbies. 

FLOWERS OF THE SOUTHWEST DESERTS. Dodge and Janish. More than 140 of 
the most interesting and common desert plants beauti ful ly drawn in 100 plates, 
wi th descriptive text. I 12 pp., color cover, paper _ $1.00 
FLOWERS OF THE SOUTHWEST MESAS. Patraw and Janish. Companion volume 
to the Derest flowers booklet, but covering the plants of the plateau country of 
the Southwest. 112 pp., color cover, paper $1.00 
FLOWERS OF THE SOUTHWEST MOUNTAINS. Arnberger and Janish. Descrip
tions and il lustrations of plants and trees of the southern Rocky Mountains and 
other Southwestern ranges above 7,000 feet elevation. I 12 pp., color cover, paper. $1.00 
POISONOUS DWELLERS OF THE DESERT. Dodge. Invaluable handbook for any 
person l iving in the desert. Tells the facts about dangerous insects, snakes, etc., 
giving treatment for bites and stings and dispels myths about harmless creatures 
mistakenly believed poisonous. 48 pp $0.40 
MAMMALS OF THE SOUTHWEST DESERTS, ( formerly Animals of the Southwest 
Deserts). Ol in and Cannon. Handsome il lustrations, ful l descriptions, and l i fe 
habits of the 42 most interesting and common mammals, members of the strange 
animal populat ion of the lower desert country of the Southwest below 4,500 
feet elevation. 112 pp., 60 i l lustrations, color cover, paper $1.00 
MAMMALS OF THE SOUTHWEST MOUNTAINS AND MESAS. Ol in and Bierly. 
Companion volume to Mammals of Southwest Deserts. Fully i l lustrated in exqui
sitely done line and scratchboard drawings, and wri t ten in Olin's masterfully lucid 
style. Gives descriptions, ranges, and l i fe habits of the better known Southwestern 
mammals of the uplands. 1961. Color cover, paper $2.00 
Cloth r $3.25 
BIRDS OF WALNUT C A N Y O N . Paul and Elsie Spangle. Description of 58 species 
of birds often seen at Walnut Canyon, with excellent line drawings of 27 species. 
13 pp., color cover, paper _ $0.15 
CORONADO EXPEDITION ROUTE MAP. Don Perceval. Done in the style of 16th 
Century cartographers, this large, beautiful map depicts the route of the Coronado 
Expedition, the f irst major exploration of the American Southwest by Europeans. 
Printed in ful l color on white parchment, 14" x 25 " , with 2-fold informational 
leaflet $1.00 
MONTEZUMA CASTLE ARCHEOLOGY, Pt. I : EXCAVATIONS. Jackson and Van 
Valkenburgh. Technical but understandable report of excavation of Castle A. Ap 
pendix on skeletal specimens by Bartlett. Technical Series, Vol. 3, Part I, 1954. 
96 pp., i l lustrations $3.00 
MONTEZUMA CASTLE ARCHEOLOGY, Part 2: TEXTILES. Kent. Technical study 
of 60 texti les, ful ly described and i l lustrated. Invaluable for archeologists, ethno-
botanists and students of texti les. Technical Series, Vol . 3, Part 2, 1954. 110 pp. 

$2.0t 
EXCAVATIONS. 1940. AT UNIVERSITY INDIAN RUIN. Hayden. Technical but 
readable report on the excavation of a ruin near Tucson, Arizona. Special appen
dices on pottery type descriptions and petrographic analysis, and interpretat ion 
of sherd tabulations by Danson, Wal lace, and Gladwin. Summary, xii plus 234 pp. 
6 fold-eerr maps, 52 plates, and 6 tables _ $4.00 
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