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From 2014 to 2015, the Stann Creek Regional Archaeology Project (SCRAP) completed a preliminary survey of the ancient 
Maya site of Alabama in the southern reaches of the Stann Creek District, and initiated a program of settlement testing in 2016.  
Located in the material culture sub-region of East-Central Belize, Alabama appeared relatively rapidly during the late facet of 
the Late Classic to Terminal Classic periods (ca. 700-900 CE).  The two phases of SCRAP research thus far have helped to 
reinforce lessons learned from previous research in the region, as well as introduce new lessons regarding the nature of ancient 
Maya material remains in East-Central Belize and how to pursue their archaeological recovery.  This paper presents the lessons 
SCRAP members have learned—ranging from issues dealing with the adoption of old maps and excavation notes, effaced 
earthen-core architecture, granite as construction materials, poor pottery preservation, etc.—and how they will help to shape 
and direct future investigations. 
 

 
 

This paper is dedicated to the late Mr. Gonzalo Choc 
(Figure 1), who was a much-loved member of the Stann 
Creek Regional Archaeology Project from 2014 to 2016. 
 
Introduction 

As the title quote by Picoult (2007:74) 
suggests, this paper examines eight lessons 
learned by, or reinforced for, members of the 
Stann Creek Regional Archaeology Project 
(SCRAP) during the first three years of 
investigations at the ancient Maya site of 
Alabama in the southern end of the Stann Creek 
District of Belize; in particular, we are sharing 
those lessons we had previously been taught in 
one form or another but had to experience 
firsthand in order to truly appreciate.  The 

version of the paper presented at the 2017 BAS 
was intentionally light-hearted.  Our aim, here, is 
to present these lessons in a somewhat more 
formal context, as they might prove useful in the 
work of other archaeologists, students, teachers, 
tour guides, etc.  For many, these lessons are not 
new, but they are ones that we should be 
reminded of from time-to-time, as a form of self-
reflection as practitioners of Maya archaeology.  
Each lesson starts with the original quote(s) 
provided by a project member, and the lesson is 
discussed as it relates to our ongoing work in the 
Stann Creek District. 
 
Lesson 1: There are Significant Maya 
Archaeological Sites in the Stann Creek 
District 
 

“It’s interesting that there are certain areas 
of the country that are underrepresented 
and understudied.  I never fully realized 
some of the potential bias in what we learn 
almost exclusively coming from major 
centers in the ‘heartland’, and how 
important it is to look at smaller 
settlements and surrounding habitation” 
(SCRAP Team Member #1, personal 
communication, 2017). 

 
The presence of ancient Maya 

archaeological sites and material culture in the 
Stann Creek District typically comes as a 
surprise to many people, despite an entire book  
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Figure 2.  Map of East-Central Belize (Stann Creek District) showing location of known major inland and coastal Maya 
archaeological sites.  Compiled by M. Peuramaki-Brown. 
 
written on the subject by Elizabeth Graham 
(1994; see also Graham 1976, 1978, 1982, 1986, 
1987, 1989, 2001), who is considered the 
progenitor of Stann Creek District archaeology.  
Public or professional, many would be hard-
pressed to name a single pre-Columbian site in 
the region.  Prior to her extensive survey and 
testing in the 1970s, little archaeological work 
had been conducted in the district, limited to the 
inland sites of Pomona (Kidder and Ekholm 
1951; MacKie 1985), Kendal (Gann 1918; Price 
1899), and Pearce (Joyce 1931), and some of the 
offshore cays (Mitchell-Hedges 1931). 

The known sites of the district can be 
divided into two broad categories (Figure 2): the 
inland sites, where the majority of settlement 
and civic-ceremonial life was focused among the 
broadleaf forests of the alluvial valleys, and the 
coastal sites where specialized activities took 
place, such as limemaking in the Early Classic, 
saltmaking in the Late Classic, and waystations 
along the coastal sea trade route during the 
Postclassic (MacKinnon 1986, 1989a, 1990; 
MacKinnon and Kepecs 1989; MacKinnon and 
May 1990; Sills 2016; see also many of the 
aforementioned publications by Graham).  In 

terms of sites open to the public, there is but 
one: The Mayflower Sites (Mayflower, 
Maintzunun, Tau Witz) located in the 
Mayflower-Bocawina National Park (Stomper et 
al. 2004).  Many of the sites in the northern half 
of the district, including Pomona and Kendal, 
have their origins in the Preclassic with 
occupation extending into the Postclassic 
(Graham 1985), while sites in the southern half 
appear limited to occupation spanning from the 
Late Classic to Early Postclassic, such as Pearce 
and Alabama (Dunham et al. 1995; MacKinnon 
et al. 1993). 

For three seasons, SCRAP has been 
working at the small major centre of Alabama, 
and to-date, occupation of the site appears to 
have dramatically increased in the late facet of 
the Late Classic, perhaps even originating at this 
time, and extended into the early facet of the 
Early Postclassic (Peuramaki-Brown 2016, 
2017; Peuramaki-Brown et al. 2017).  From 
2014-2015 we concentrated on resurveying the 
monumental core of the site and producing the 
first systematic settlement survey in all of the 
Stann Creek District.  In 2016, we then initiated 
testing of settlement sites within a naturally 
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bounded area of the settlement zone in order to 
develop a sense of the architecture outside of the 
monumental core, as well as to begin refining 
the settlement occupation chronology and 
characterizing resident households.  In 2016, we 
also extended our research focus to the north at 
the Pearce Sites in the Cockscomb Basin Forest 
Reserve (Peuramaki-Brown and Morton 2016). 
 
Lesson 2: Producing Field Reports with 
Explicit Methods is Essential 
 

“I always knew it was important to file 
both a preliminary and final report, as well 
as copies of all field documentation as 
soon as possible after a research season, 
but I never truly understood how important 
these documents could prove to be” 
(SCRAP Team Member #2, personal 
communication, 2017). 
 
“We learned not to assume that because 
we've done archaeology in one region that 
we know exactly what we’re doing in 
another” (SCRAP Team Member #3, 
personal communication, 2017). 

 
Prior to our research at Alabama, the 

Point Placencia Archaeological Project (PPAP) 
conducted preliminary mapping, extensive 
testing, as well as consolidation work in the 
epicentre of the site in the 1980s (MacKinnon 
1988a, 1988b, 1989c; MacKinnon and May 
1991; Walters 1988).  When we began our 
background research on Alabama in 2013, our 
first goal was to go through reports from the 
period to determine what exactly had been done 
at the site, how we could build from the results, 
and to ensure that we would not be redoing what 
had already been done.  Unfortunately, the few 
reports on file in the Belize Institute of 
Archaeology (IA) archives were limited in 
content with regard to investigation methods and 
details, and no original field notes were 
included.  Additionally, only a limited number 
of previous project members were available to 
discuss their memories of details regarding this 
research conducted some 30 years ago.  The 
ability to retrace the past work of archaeologists 
is critical and underlines the requirements that 
permit holders have in Belize regarding annual 

documentation and report filing.  This is an 
important fact of which all Belizeans should be 
made aware: the results of any archaeological 
research (data) are required to stay in Belize.  
SCRAP team members spend much time, effort, 
and money preparing both preliminary and final 
field reports, and copies of all of our field 
documentation, along with copies of all 
presentations and publications, are put on file at 
the IA each year.  Additionally, much of our 
data is shared in open access format on our 
project website (www.scraparchaeology.com). 

An important part of this reporting work is 
simply explaining our applied methods and 
techniques in terms of survey, excavation, and 
preliminary artifact analysis.  The yearly need to 
explain our methods, no matter how ‘standard’ 
they may seem in archaeology, also helps us to 
continually reflect on our procedures; Are they 
actually suitable for what we are doing or are we 
just doing them because ‘that is how it has 
always been done’?  
 
Lesson 3: Map Making is an Interpretive Act  
 

“The degree of interpretation involved in 
map making seems to be correlated fairly 
heavily to the familiarity with the subject 
matter.  The difference lies in drawing 
what you see vs. what you interpret.  This 
reinforces the fact that all map making is 
subjective” (SCRAP Team Member #4, 
personal communication, 2017). 

 
Due to changes in standards, technologies, 

and personnel over time, including the particular 
experiences of individuals, long-term mapping 
of archaeological sites can be a complicated 
affair.  This must always be remembered and 
respected, especially when dealing with older 
project maps and drawings.  In the 1980s, the 
PPAP mapped the monumental core at Alabama, 
beginning with a simple tape and compass map 
before moving to a transit-produced coarse 
topographic map (1 m resolution) and rectilinear 
interpretation (Figure 3).  When we returned to 
the site in 2014, these maps were an essential 
source for aligning the work of the PPAP with 
our own.  By measuring buildings and 
comparing our results to the maps, which were 
typically spot on, we were able to plan and  

http://www.scraparchaeology.com/
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Figure 3.  Progression of maps of Alabama, from left to right, of the monumental core: tape-and-compass (PPAP 1986), 
topographic transit-made (PPAP 1987, 1 m contour), rectilinear interpretation (PPAP 1988), combined topographic total station-
made and rectilinear interpretation (SCRAP 2016, 0.5 m contour).  All images are on file at the Belize Institute of Archaeology. 
 

 
 

Figure 4.  Taproot and ant nest damage in ALA-047A 
mound.  Photo © SCRAP 2016. 
 
contextualize our present operations.  However, 
there is no such thing as a definitive site map, 
and new technologies, opportunities, and 
hindsight encouraged us to remap the 
monumental core. 

When it comes to archaeological 
mapping, it is important to start with what is 
physically visible on the ground—although, this 
too can be extremely subjective—vs. what is 
understood or interpreted from the ground.  Our 
new combined epicentre map was made using a 
total station, which includes fine topographic 

detail (shots taken approximately every 2 m on a 
grid) along with our rectilinear interpretation.  
Our epicentre reconnaissance identified 20 
major structures (the tallest, Str. 3, measuring 
7.5 m), 4 plazas, and a sacbe, as well as 14 
uncarved granite monoliths, presumably 
monuments of some sort.  The area covers 2.48 
hectares, not including the surrounding borrow 
pits or Strs. 19 and 20, making the monumental 
core of Alabama slightly larger than that of Nim 
Li Punit in Southern Belize following the 
calculation process presented in Houk (2015).  
Our understanding of Alabama, represented as 
sequences of maps, will no doubt change over 
time as new visualization techniques are applied 
and we are able to incorporate more past and 
future excavation detail. 
 
Lesson 4: Effaced Earthen-Core Architecture 
Represents a Unique Challenge 
 

“Meaghan told me we would probably be 
digging an empty pile of dirt. She wasn’t 
lying” (SCRAP Team Member #5, 
personal communication, 2017). 

 
Our 2016 season focused on test 

excavations at settlement sites presumed to 
represent commoner domestic buildings and 
associated spaces (Peuramaki-Brown, ed. 2016).  
As most of the Alabama settlement is located in 
an active citrus orchard, vs the monumental core 
which is covered in broadleaf forest, we were 
prepared for significant disturbance related to 
the original preparation of the orchard and 
earlier banana plantation, as well as continued 
disturbance from various maintenance processes.  
What we were not entirely prepared for was the 
destructive ability of ants, spiders, and other  
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Figure 5.  From left to right, compaction test setup at ALA-047A to detect effaced earthen-core (sandy-clay) platform vs. intact 
granite face at ALA-047B and ALA-047C.  Photos © SCRAP 2016. 
 
borrowing creatures within the relatively loose 
sediments, in addition to the very large taproots 
from a particular vine that commonly appears in 
citrus orchards (Figure 4).  In addition, armadillo 
hunting as a form of illicit excavation made an 
appearance in the monumental core.  Each of 
these taphonomic agents and effects played a 
significant role in our applied methodologies and 
hence our documentation strategies. 

Previous work in the district mentioned 
the presence of predominantly sandy-clay for the 
construction core of monumental construction 
platforms, mined from surrounding alluvial 
plains, and faced with granite or other non-
limestone facing blocks and the use of crushed 
granite as a flooring material at some sites (e.g. 
Graham 1994; MacKie 1985; Price 1899).  Little 
to no plaster is found in the architecture of the 
district, likely related to the lack of significant 
limestone deposits in the region; rather, blocks 
of slate and granite are often used as paving for 
the surfaces of monumental platforms.  The lack 
of plastering agents on non-monumental 
platforms also means pebble/cobble ballast 
layers are typically absent; this makes 
identifying the actual surfaces of smaller 
platforms, if they survive, quite difficult to 
distinguish from overburden sediments, 
including colluvium.  Most platforms also lack 
artifacts within their construction core, and were 

often missing their granite facings, either 
partially or completely removed in antiquity, if 
present to begin with.  Thus, resulting in only 
minimal fallen or slumped stone material at 
some sites, making it even more difficult to 
distinguish the actual surfaces of platforms. 

At the largest platform that we tested in 
the Alabama settlement, just over 2 m tall, these 
issues required us to develop a compaction test 
to approximate where exactly the platform 
stratigraphy started within the mound (Figure 5).  
At the smallest platform, the careful noting of 
where artifacts were and were not encountered 
also helped to delineate the exterior from the 
interior of the platform.  Additionally, recording 
even the most minute of details in stratigraphy 
was at times our only key to understanding a 
domestic platform.  On the other hand, other 
platforms were very clearly discerned based on 
the intact granite facings—easily located by 
‘probing’ with a machete to find intact 
alignments—and crushed granite lenses (former 
surfaces).  In upcoming seasons, we will better 
test the methodology for dealing with effaced 
earthen-core architecture that was recently 
proposed by Brouwer Burg et al. (2016).  After 
our season of testing in the citrus orchard, it was 
determined that, despite difficulties, these 
excavations are worthwhile as there appears to 
be far more in the way of material culture 
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(artifacts) associated with settlement mounds 
and non-mounded areas than is typically 
encountered with the monumental architecture 
of the district. 
 
Lesson 5: Pottery is Still Valuable without 
Type-Variety 
 

“Elizabeth Graham always told me that the 
pottery of Stann Creek was horrible.  I 
didn’t really believe her.  I do now” 
(SCRAP Team Member #2, personal 
communication, 2017). 
 
“I’m super jealous.  Probably the first time 
anyone has ever said that about the Stann 
Creek Assemblage” (SCRAP Team 
Member #6 commenting on recent 
petrographic study results, personal 
communication, 2017). 

 
Since we first contemplated work in the 

Stann Creek District, we were warned to be 
prepared for no artifacts in construction core 
material (as mentioned above) and for really 
poor pottery due to the highly erosive, acidic 
soils of the district.  The pottery we found during 
our 2015 surface collection was in tolerable 
shape, with some surviving slips and 
decorations; however, materials below ground 
surface typically have no surviving surface 
treatments.  Pottery materials from the 
predominantly clay occupation horizon—the 
surface atop of which the domestic platforms 
were constructed—is often reduced to red 
smears that have the shape of a pottery sherd, 
but no consistency.  As a result, type-variety 
analysis, which depends heavily on surface 
treatment, is difficult if not impossible with the 
Alabama assemblage.  The forms can provide us 
with an idea of time period, as can some 
wares/fabrics; however, the most useful 
information comes from source characterization 
and technology studies. 

Since 2015, we have been working on 
preliminary petrographic studies of both clays 
collected from the Alabama area and pottery 
recovered from surface collection.  This study 
has proven helpful in providing preliminary 
macrovisual, microvisual, and technological 
descriptions of the most common pottery fabrics 

recovered at Alabama, and has demonstrated the 
presence of locally-manufactured (within 10 km) 
wares and the use of local clay-like sediments 
for construction daub; non-local wares include 
one that originates to the south in the Bladen as 
well as one to the north near the Hummingbird; 
and even grog from vessels produced in the 
Belize Valley, used in another possible locally-
manufactured ware (Peuramaki-Brown and 
Howie 2017).  Ongoing petrographic analysis 
will help us to create a typology for the area, and 
to better understand certain human-resource 
relationships of the Alabama Maya to compare 
with resource use by the modern Maya of the 
Alabama area (Toledo Maya Cultural Council & 
Alcaldes Association 1997:112-113). 
 
Lesson 6: Responsible Use of Appropriate 
Visualization Techniques is Essential 
 

“The Care Bear drawing?  More 
information would be nice” (SCRAP Team 
Member #7, personal communication, 
2017). 

 
In addition to more intensive artifact 

studies, such as our pottery petrography, basic 
artifact analysis and documentation is critical to 
any archaeology project.  We have learned that 
the visualization of artifacts, particularly through 
illustration, photography, and 3D model 
generation, is critical to capturing as much data 
as possible.  It is also in critical to our ability to 
convey information regarding special finds to 
our colleagues and community members.  
Unfortunately, multiple visualization methods 
have not always been employed in the district, 
for a variety of reasons; previously produced 
‘illustrations’, such as the ‘Care Bear’ stone, 
leave much to be desired and many questions 
unanswered (see MacKinnon 1988a: fig. 1). 

The SCRAP team has made a point of 
using multiple visualization methods for our 
small finds documentation and analyses, 
including photography, illustration, and 3D 
scanning, alongside standard measuring, colour 
designations, and other quantitative and 
qualitative description (Figure 6).  Starting in 
2018, we will also be incorporating 3D scanning 
of excavations into our 3-prong visualization 
strategy.  In addition to serving analysis and  
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Figure 6.  From left to right, artifact photography, technical illustration, and 3D scan/model.  Images © SCRAP 2016. 
 
outreach purposes, these visual aids will be used 
in the creation of an online artifact catalogue, as 
well as an Open Education Resource called the 
Athabasca University Virtual Archaeology Lab 
that consists of basic introductory lab exercises 
for new archaeology students. 
 
Lesson 7: Archaeology Isn’t About Finding 
“Temples in the Jungle” 
 

“I didn’t really realize that some centers 
are overgrown and difficult to access.  I 
had seen photos of ancient Maya centres 
and assumed they always looked that way, 
but seeing the centre at Alabama made me 
realize how much work goes into making a 
site 'tourist ready'” (SCRAP Team Member 
#1, personal communication, 2017). 

 
One of our favourite lessons to-date, 

because it is one we often forget, was from a 
project member who came to the Maya area for 
the first time.  They had been previously taught 
about Maya archaeology in the jungle, but the 
only images ever shown in class or in textbooks 
were of consolidated buildings within the jungle.  
Seeing what is actually meant by “temples in the 
jungle”—completely covered platform-
mounds—was new to them, and reminds us of 
what tourists to the region might expect to see 
vs. some of the reality of archaeological sites in 
Belize.  As a result, we believe it is very 
important to convey both the nicely consolidated 
buildings of sites such as Cahal Pech alongside 

those still ‘in the bush’, such as many of the 
amazing platform-mounds of sites such as El 
Pilar.  Making sure tourists visit both types of 
settings helps to emphasize this lesson and to 
demonstrate how much work goes into tourism 
development in Belize. 

It is also worth noting that in a study by 
Ramsey and Everitt (2008) involving interviews 
with tourists and Belizeans regarding site 
development in the Cayo District, the most 
common observation was the need for more 
educational value when it comes to visiting sites, 
but that this did not necessarily go hand-in-hand 
with the need or desire for more consolidation.  
In fact, the ability to see sites “in nature” as 
opposed to consolidated was identified as 
important, and that simply increased amounts of 
tour guide information, museums, and maps 
were what was actually desired for more quality, 
educational experiences.  These possibilities 
could easily be extended to the use of augmented 
reality applications at sites, where original 
buildings could be ‘seen’ using portable tablets 
or smartphones at trigger points on the 
landscape; thus, eliminating the need for 
increasingly expensive consolidation efforts.  
We are currently applying for funds to test such 
emerging technology at Alabama, for the 
purpose of locally-oriented education and 
outreach. 
 
Lesson 8: Archaeology is a Team Effort 
 

“Just because you don't speak the same 
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language as someone else doesn't mean 
you can't learn from each other” (SCRAP 
Team Member #3 commenting on working 
with older Maya field assistants, personal 
communication, 2017). 
 
“Building relationships with people in the 
area where you are working is just as 
important as the actual archaeology” 
(SCRAP Team Member #8 commenting 
on our community outreach and 
engagement efforts, personal 
communication, 2017). 

 
Our final lesson is acknowledging how 

much of a team effort archaeology really is.  Not 
only among the archaeologists themselves, but 
with our entire crew, collaborators, local 
community members and leaders, property 
owners, government representatives, cultural 
associations, wilderness societies, etc.  The list is 
never ending and we wish to make it clear that 
none of our research is possible without this 
team approach.  We look forward to expanding 
our networks in upcoming seasons when we 
have our first archaeological field school at 
Alabama in 2018; continue expanding our focus 
toward the site of Pearce and understanding its 
relationship with the Alabama Maya; and new 
incorporations of geomorphological and 
botanical studies in both areas. 

With this paper, it is not our intention to 
be patronizing or to diminish the work of our 
colleagues.  Rather, we hope that these few 
lessons that we ourselves have had to re-learn, 
through their specific contextualization within 
the aims and operations of the Stann Creek 
Regional Archaeology Project, can serve to 
remind us and others of some of the little-
discussed realities of archaeological field work. 
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