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i s  a book written for the nonspecia l i s t

about the enigmatic prehistoric people

archaeologists cal l  the Hohokam. These

desert dwellers thrived in the Sonoran

Desert  of  south centra l  Ar izona and

northern Mex ico for  near ly  f i f teen 

hundred years .  The i r  re l iance on

agriculture led to their development of

the most sophisticated irr igation canal

system in the New World. Mysterious

architectural features of the Hohokam –

platform mounds, big houses, and 

ballcourts – have intrigued and puzzled

archaeologists for decades. Over one

hundred years of excavations at the

Hohokam vil lage of Pueblo Grande, 

now a National Historic Landmark and

museum, have led to some fascinating

discoveries that shed new light on the

Hohokam and Southwest archaeology.
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Desert Farmers at the River’s Edge:
The Hohokam and Pueblo Grande is about
the people who once lived at the prehistoric
village known today as Pueblo Grande.
The story of these people, called the
Hohokam, is presented here for a general
audience.  Characteristics of the Hohokam
culture are briefly discussed, and specific
information about Pueblo Grande is sum-
marized.  

Topics discussed in this book include
Hohokam cultural origins, environment,
subsistence, domestic architecture, monu-
mental and public architecture, material
culture, trade networks, ideology, and cul-
tural collapse.  Integrated throughout each
topic is information regarding archaeologi-
cal evidence from Pueblo Grande. 

The adobe and stone ruins located at
4619 East Washington Street in Phoenix,
Arizona have been recognized as a 
prehistoric village since the 1860s.
Archaeologists have probed these buried
deposits since the 1880s, and the City of
Phoenix has preserved the central portion
of the site since 1924.  In the mid-1960s,
two portions of the modern-day park, the
Pueblo Grande platform mound and Park
of Four Waters were nominated to the
National Register of Historic Places. 

Much of what is known about Pueblo
Grande is the result of three archaeological
investigations.  One of these projects is an

ongoing archival study of unpublished
excavation data, collected from 1929 to
1981, from the City of Phoenix portion of
the Pueblo Grande site.  This 102-acre
area comprises the Pueblo Grande
Museum and Archaeological Park.  The
second project consisted of the Arizona
Department of Transportation (ADOT)
sponsored excavation in 1989 and 1990
within the right-of-way of State Route 143,
known as the Hohokam Expressway.  This
project, which was within the eastern por-
tion of the prehistoric Pueblo Grande vil-
lage site, but outside today’s archaeologi-
cal park boundaries, was undertaken by
Soil Systems, Inc.  In 1999 and 2000, Soil
Systems, Inc. again conducted major
excavations, this time to the north of the
park boundaries.  However, these investi-
gations have not been reported to date. 

More detailed information about the
Hohokam and Pueblo Grande can be
obtained from the many research reports
generated from these projects.  See the
Recommended Reading list at the end of
this book for a selection of general and
technical books about the Hohokam and
the archaeological site of Pueblo Grande.
This book was produced by Pueblo
Grande Museum and printed by the City of
Phoenix Printing Services, City Clerk
Department. 



Muricantitus shell trumpet found at Pueblo Grande (actual size).  Shell trumpets similar to this
one have been found at other Hohokam sites such as Snaketown and Casa Grande.  The end
of this trumpet was ground off to form a type of mouthpiece for blowing.  Shell trumpets may
have been used to call villagers to the platform mound. 
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Hohokam shell jewelry. Shell was obtained through trade from hundreds of miles away, mostly from the Gulf
of California and the Pacific Ocean.  Thousands of pieces of shell jewelry were excavated from Pueblo
Grande, where they were worn by men, women and children.  The Hohokam also traded shell jewelry to
other people of the Southwest to obtain many of the raw materials not readily available to them, as well as
to form relationships with their neighbors.  Although jewelry was made at Pueblo Grande, the village does
not appear to be a major manufacturing or redistribution center.









Santa Cruz Red-on-buff bowl. The Hohokam manufactured many types of pottery, but the most widely rec-
ognized is the red-on-buff. This type of pottery was first manufactured starting around A.D. 650.  Hohokam
artists created a myriad of animal and geometric designs using painted red lines over a buff colored slip.



























crematorium pit, the burned remains of a
deceased Hohokam individual were 
gathered and placed in a ceramic jar or
bowl, then buried in a small pit or trench.
Occasionally, an inverted bowl or large
pottery sherd was placed over the top of
the vessel and acted as a cover. In a few
cases, more than one vessel containing
cremated bones are found together in
clusters, inside the same pit. 

Tabular schist or slate palettes were
sometimes placed with cremation vessels
in Hohokam sites.  These palettes are 
rectangular in shape, thin, very flat, and
exhibit decorations along the outside 
border. Some palettes have animal effigies
engraved into them.  The inner area of the
palette generally consists of a rectangular
shaped depression.

Analysis of palettes has led archae-
ologists to argue that during the cremation
ceremony, a substance may have been
burned in the recessed section of the
palette.  Lead deposits, probably from the
mineral galena, are sometimes found on
the  palettes  and  may  have  given  off  a

At Pueblo Grande, nearly 1,000 inhuma-
tion burials have been excavated.  These
inhumations consisted predominantly of 
the extended supine type, but included a











Classic period red-on-buff ceramics from the Pueblo Grande collection. The cross design on these sherds
may represent stars.  Archaeologists have determined that the Hohokam were keen astronomical
observers based on evidence from architecture and petroglyph sites they left behind. 
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