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‘ L . .
bt g g ratory at the University of Arizona, illustrates the
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THE SHEEP AND GOAT CORRAL:
A KEY STRUCTURE IN NAVAJO SITE ANALYSIS

SCOTT C. RUSSELL
Arizona State University
and

JEFFREY S. DEAN
Laboratory of Tree-Ring Research
University of Arizona

ABSTRACT

The recent growth of interest in Navajo archaeology suffers from the
lack of an analytical foundation comparable to that which structures research
on the prehistoric populations of the Southwest. Observations on the data
potential of the ubiquitous sheep and goat corral are offered as a contribution
to the effort to develop such a basis for Navajo archaeology. These corrals
provide information on site function, site chronology, duration of site use,
site abandonment and reuse, seasonality of site utilization, herd sizes,
movements of residence groups, and economic behavior of the sites’

inhabitants.

INTRODUCTION

Recent cultural resource management activities have dramatically in-
creased the attention devoted to Navajo archaeological sites. Such sites are
quite different from the prehistoric sites usually dealt with by Southwestern
archaeologists. Major differences between Navajo and Anasazi behavior mean
that the former cannnot be archaeologically comprehended through application
of the conceptual frame of reference that is used in the study of prehistoric
Anasazi behavior. Unfortunately, intensive investigation of Navajo sites is too
recent a phenomenon to have generated a conceptual and analytical background
comparable to that developed for the Anasazi over nearly a century of research.
The situation requires that attention be devoted to the development of an
analytical foundation for the study of Navajo archaeology. Our purpose here is
“to contribute to this effort through the consideration of ethnographic, ar-
chaeological, and dendrochronological data bearing on the nature of Navajo
sites and of the data recovered:from such sites.

In order to illustrate the kinds of information inherent in Navajo ar-
chaeological sites, we focus on one type of structure: the sheep and goat corral.
A structure built for the use of animals is a major source of information on
human behavior because of the importance of animal husbandry, especially
involving sheep and goats, in Navajo economy and society. Our data derive
from archaeological analysis of hundreds of sites and from interviews with
Navajo informants. While direct observation accounts for many of our state-

ments, informants originated many of these ideas and verified others. Our data_
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“Tree-ring date symbol notations are described in Robinson :6): i
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Vast quantities of wood are present in the interlocked or stacked log walls
of sheep corrals. Informant statements and the analysis of the structural compo-
nents of corrals indicate that corral wood comes from a variety of sources (Table
1). Because almost any piece of wood can be incorporated into a corral wall,
dead trees and fragments of dead trees picked up from the ground are abundant
in these structures. For the same reason, wooden elements salvaged from older
structures —other corrals, hogans, and so forth— are often present. Freshly cut
trees occur as wall elements, posts, entry components, and brush that is piled

1919G .

Navajo Sheep Corral 7

around the exterior of the structure to impede airflow or provide shade. The
large number of wooden elements in corral walls and the variety of sources from
which this wood can originate require a carefully conceived sampling scheme to
maximize the amount of dendrochronological information pertinent to particu-
lar research questions, to minimize the amount of information that is irrelevant
to these considerations, and to reduce field collection time. Thus, sampling
must take into account the questions that are to be asked of the data, the
functions of the wooden corral elements, the physical attributes of the timbers,
and the probable sources of these logs. Properly sampled, wood specimens
from sheep corrals contribute to the resolution of a variety of problems crucial
to the understanding of Navajo archaeological sites.

CORRAL DATING

Dendrochronological dating of corral construction is complicated by the
high frequency in these structures of wood from dead trees and of reused
elements salvaged from older structures (Table 1). Both types of wood yield
dates that are earlier than the construction of the enclosure. Such dates from
reused timbers may apply to dismantled precursors of an extant corral. Dating
problems caused by the use of dead wood and salvaged timbers can be resolved
in two ways. First, the sampling of a corral for tree-ring material can be focused
on elements likely to have been cut fresh at the time of construction, a tactic that
eliminates or reduces the number of dates from old wood. Second, dates that lie
outside a cluster of several dates can be identified as anomalous with respect to
corral construction. .

Several attributes help identify dead wood logs and reused timbers. Dif-
ferential weathering, which is unlikely to result from differences of position
within corral walls, is a good criterion for distinguishing old from new timbers.
More heavily weathered logs can be provisionally identified as either dead
wood or reused elements. Similarly, timbers that are more rotted than others
can be recognized as older elements. Dead wood components often are charac-
terized by severe insect damage, by spirally twisted wood grain that is typical of
aged trees, or by both these attributes. Evidence for the root crown (actual roots
or the basal flare of trunk diameter just above the roots) is a sure indicator of a
dead tree that either toppled of its own weight or was torn from the ground by

the builders of the corral. Absence of tool marks also indicates a dead wood
element, for such timbers are easily procured without benefit of axes. Reused
elements often are indicated by modifications that reveal previous use of the
logs for other purposes. For example, the shaping of logs (squaring or flatten-
ing) or the presence of hewn surfaces for the support or attachment of other
elements indicates prior use of the logs in something other than a corral. When
posts are reused, they often are inverted so that what once was the upper end of
the element is embedded in the ground. The upper ends of such elements exhibit
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Navajo Sheep Corral

1). For example, of the two dead trees in the corral at AZ-J-44-10, one died two
years and the other seven years after construction. This apparent discrepancy is
explained by the tendency of trees growing in the higher areas of sloping corral
floors to survive longer than their lower counterparts. Initial tree death, how-
ever, does tend to occur within five years of corral construction.

 Otherevents in the histories of corrals can be dendrochronologically dated
through judicious sampling. Repairs or modifications can be dated when
freshly felled repair or remodeling elements can be identified and sampled.
Although difficult to distinguish visually from original wall elements, repair
logs frequently are indicated by tree-ring dates later than the date cluster that
relates to the construction of the enclosure. The possible occurrence of repair
elements is another reason for collecting at least ten samples from the walls of a
corral. Elements used in corral modifications, such as size reductions or
additions, are more easily identified in the field. Such elements should be
sampled specifically to date the remodelling. For example, the 1972 dates from
ArizonaD:11:487 (Table 1) come from a wall that bisects a corral constructed in
the late 1940s.

‘At fairly frequent, often annual, intervals, foliated branches cut from
living trees are piled around the outside of corrals to impede airflow. Dates from
such brush elements specify years in which the corrals were used. In some
cases, brush representing different use episodes can be recognized in the field
and sampled specifically to date these events. In other instances, such a
distinction cannot be made, and separate use events are recognized only
through the dating of these elements. Since every brush element must come
from a living tree, each brush cutting date represents a separate use of a corral.
Therefore, identifiable brush associated with a corral should be extensively
sampled.

The corrals listed in Table 1 provide several examples of the ways in which
tree-ring dates from various functional contexts can be used for the temporal
placement of events in the histories of these structures. Initial use of the
AZ-]-44-10 corral locus in 1949 is indicated by the dates from the wool bag
rack, a wooden framework that supports the large burlap bags used for wool or
mohair. The extant corral probably originated in 1953 with subsequent addi-
tions or repairs in 1957 and 1959. The corral at Arizona D:7:487(SIU) probably
was built in 1948 or 1949 with freshly cut wood and material reused from
structures built in the 1920s and 1930s. This structure was used intermittently
into the 1960s and was extensively modified in 1972. Construction in the
middle 1920s is indicated for the corral at Arizona D:7:322(SIU). The enclo-
sure was refurbished, perhaps between intervals of abandonment, in 1937,
1938, and 1958 and used into the early 1960s. Construction around 1942 with
major remodeling in 1946 and 1948 is indicated for the corral at Arizona
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