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The village of Tyuonyi in Frijoles Canyon at the height of its development in the 
late 1400s. NPS / LOUIS S. GLANZMAN

Ancestral Pueblo People
The Pueblo people have lived in the Southwest for many 
centuries. Archeologists think they are descended from groups 
of hunters and gatherers who came into the region over 10,000 
years ago. The Pueblo people themselves say they have always 
been here. Ancestral Pueblo people lived in parts of what are 
now New Mexico, Arizona, Colorado, and Utah. Groups varied 
but shared many traits such as farming, weaving, and pottery-
making (illustration at left). Their architecture and pottery 
reflect the peoples’ diversity over time and from place to place. 
Early archeologists, studying the old dwellings for clues about 
their residents, adopted the Navajo term “Anasazi” to refer to 
the ancestors of Pueblo people before the coming of the Spanish. 
Many Pueblo people today consider the term disrespectful, so 
now “Ancestral Pueblo people” is used.

Ancestral Pueblo people in and around Bandelier, like Pueblo 
ancestors elsewhere, were farmers who grew maize (corn), 
beans, and squash. They supplemented their diet with native 
plants and by hunting deer, rabbits, other mammals, and birds. 
Cotton was cultivated and woven into garments. The people 

Pottery-making has 
been part of Pueblo 
culture since before 
400 CE (Common 
Era). Some pottery 
was plain, some 
patterned with 
indentations, and 
some decorated with 
designs that may have 
symbolized features of 
the Pueblo world.
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made winter blankets ingeniously woven of yucca-fiber string 
twisted with turkey feathers or strips of rabbit skin. They 
fashioned tools, including a wide variety of axes, mauls, and 
knives, from animal bones, wood, and local stones such as 
obsidian and basalt. They acquired other items, including shells, 
turquoise, and parrots, through trade networks that ranged as 
far as central Mexico and Baja California.

Archeological surveys show at least 3,000 sites in Bandelier, but 
not all were inhabited at the same time. For generations these 
people lived in small, scattered settlements of perhaps one or 
two families each. As the population grew, people began coming 
together in larger groups, and, by the mid-1200s, villages often 
included as many as 40 rooms.

In the following 250 years, fewer and larger villages were 
established, with some exceeding 400 rooms. In Bandelier the 
villages of Tyuonyi (QU-weh-nee) and Tsankawi (SAN-kuh-wee) 
and their adjacent cavates (human-excavated caves) exemplify 
this latest period. By the mid-1500s the people who lived there 

had moved on, settling into new homes in villages along the Rio 
Grande. Soon afterward, the Spanish colonized New Mexico, 
bringing immense change to the indigenous people of the 
Southwest.

No translatable records existed before the Spanish arrived, but in 
their oral traditions today, Pueblo people remember the places 
where their ancestors lived. The Pueblos of Cochiti, San Felipe, 
Santo Domingo, San Ildefonso, Santa Clara, and Zuni have 
declared their strong ties to Bandelier. Representatives from 
these Pueblos work closely with park staff to make decisions 
affecting their ancestral homelands. All of the Pueblos have 
great regard for the dwellings in Bandelier and ask you to treat 
the area with respect and care.

Spiritually, our ancestors still live here at Bandelier. You see 
reminders of their presence here—their homes, their kivas, and 
their petroglyphs. As you walk in their footsteps, value the earth 
beneath you and show everything the same respect we do when 
we re-visit this sacred place.—Affiliated Pueblo Committee

“The Grandest Thing I Ever Saw”

Forty-year-old, self-taught anthropologist and 
historian Adolph F. A. Bandelier came to New 
Mexico Territory in 1880, sponsored by the 
Archeological Institute of America. His ambi-
tious goal was to trace the social organization, 
customs, and movements of southwestern and 
Mexican peoples. He traveled and studied 
throughout the region, crossing canyons and 
mesas, living and working among many Ameri-
can Indian groups, and delving into document 
archives. Looking back on his first 18 months 
in the field, Bandelier tallied visits to 166 arch-
eological sites in New Mexico, Arizona, and 
Mexico. “I am dirty, ragged, and sunburnt, but 
of best cheer,” he said. “My life’s work has at 
last begun.”

Men from Cochiti Pueblo guided Bandelier 
to their ancestral homes in Frijoles Canyon in 
1880. Its sheer cliffs, year-round stream, and 
distinctive cave-room architecture captured his 

imagination. In 1890 he made the canyon and 
dwellings the scene of his novel, The Delight 
Makers, depicting Pueblo life in pre-Spanish 
times. Bandelier left New Mexico in 1892 and 
went on to studies in Peru and Bolivia. In his 
seventies, he went to Seville, Spain, to study 
early Spanish records of the Americas. He died 
there in 1914. 

Bandelier’s pioneering work is now relatively 
unknown to the public, but it established the 
foundation for much of modern southwestern 
archeology. Dr. Edgar Lee Hewett, a prominent 
southwestern archeologist, directed several 
excavations in Frijoles Canyon in the early 
1900s. He saw the need to preserve these 
ancestral Pueblo sites and was instrumental in 
getting Bandelier National Monument 
established in 1916.

Adolph F. A. Bandelier was 
born in Switzerland in 1840 
and grew up in Illinois. He 
was obligated to work in 
his father’s businesses but 
read, corresponded, and 
published in anthropology. 
In 1880 he took up the 
southwest fieldwork that 
became his life’s passion.
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Long House is an 800-foot stretch of adjoining, multi-
storied stone homes with hand-carved caves as back 
rooms. It may be what inspired Adolph Bandelier’s 
exclamation, “The grandest thing I ever saw.”
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The Cultural Demonstration Program 
supports Pueblos’ efforts to maintain and 
share time-honored cultural activities, 
including traditional dances—like this 
one by members of Zuni Pueblo.
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Located 140 feet above the floor of Frijoles Canyon, 
the Alcove House was once home to approximately 
25 Ancestral Pueblo people. Inside the alcove today 
are the viga holes and niches of former homes and 
this reconstructed kiva.
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Another traditional cultural activity in 
the modern Pueblos is making and 
painting pottery. These intricate skills 
are often passed from parents (or 
grandparents) to their children.

This learning process allows the 
Pueblos to maintain important 
touchstones of the past in a quickly 
changing modern world.
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