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The early history of the use of tobacco by human beings may be traced into 
the archaeological record available for the North and South American continents. 

Initial contacts between European explorers and American Indians re vea led 

that tobacco was used variously by a large number of tribes spread over a consider
able geographic area. The use of this plant became popular in Europe and spread 

to many parts of the world within a century of its historic discovery. 
The place and time of the first use of tobacco by (he American Indians is 

hidden in the prehistoric past. As in the case of the ultimate origins of many things, 

the location of the earliest uses of tobacco may remain obscure because of the 
delicate nature of the indicative evidence. Until recently, much of the early 
evidence for the smoking of tobacco was circumstantial. For example, the presence 

of what appeared to be smoking pipes in assemblages of archaeological materials 
was interpreted as signifying the use of tobacco. In some cases this was probably 

a correct inference, but in certain pipes other materials have been used besides 
tobacco and the generalization is a dangerous one (Jones 1944). 

The recognition of the presence of tobacco in ancient contexts depends upon 
several rather delicate factors . Firs t, the actual preservation of the tobacco plant 
parts and of the recognizable res idue resultin g from either smoking or "eating" 
it involves a fortunat e set of circumstances which occur but rarely in archaeological 

situations. The disintegration of organic materials in locations which are exposed 
to the processes of decay, and the breakdown of identifying compounds in the 
plants and in the residue resulting from smoking make positive identifications of 

tobacco difficult. Secondly, the botanical and chemical methods involved in deter
mining the presence of this material are complex. 

For several decades botanical methods of identification have been in use in 

such instances where res idue of plant material has been preserved. Although previous 
attempts at chemical assay have given inconclusive results , in the process of studying 

the charred residue in the pipes to be described below a chemical method of tobacco 
identification has been developed. Tests of some 0.[ the remains made at the Smith, 
Kline and French Pharmaceutical Laboratories in Philadelphia showed a positive 
reaction for alkaloids l:iut the analyses were not specific for nicotine (Raffauf and 
Morris 1960). Analysis of "cake" and "dottle" material made by V. C. Johnson 

and her associates of Philip Morris, Inc . of Richmond, Virginia gave positive 
reactIons for nicotine definitely in'dicating the presence of tobacco in some of the 
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pipes (Johnson, et al. 1959). Their conclusion is based 011 microscopic examillations 
and chromatograp hic analysis revealing nicotine and nicotinic acid. 

Tbi ~ report is concerned with the evid encc for th e use of tobacco JLl North
eastern Arizona in th e seventh century A. D. (Jones and Morris 1960). In 1931, 
Earl H. Mo rris of the Carnegie Ins titution of Washington excava ted fif tccll caves 
in the Prayer Rock districc (Morris 1959). This area is located on a sou thern 

tribuury of the San Juan River, JUSt south of the Carrizo Mountain. Th e most 
produc tive of th e si tes was Broken Flute Cave from which hundreds of objects oj" 
wood, tex tile, bone and pottery were recove red in an excellent state of preservation. 
The wooden roo f and wall supports of pi thouses in these caves yie lded tree- ring 
dates clustering in the first ha lf of the seventh century A. D. These dates as we ll 
as the nature of the a rchitectural and areifactura l ev idence ind icate that th.e 

remains a re of the Basketmaker III period af Anasaz i development . in oth.er words, 
they represent the period immediately anc estral to the Pueblo cultural sequence 
which may stil l be observed in some of the Indian tribes which ·Ii ve in the American 
Southwest today . Upon the death of Earl Morris, the specimens recovered in thc 
Prayer Rock caves were deposited in the Arizona State Museum in Tucson, where 
they may be found a t the present time. 

Thro ugh the efforts of a number of archaeologists in the arid climate of the 
American Southwest, the material aspeccs of Basketmaker III life are relatively 

well known. T ypically the peop le lived in small groups in caves or in well-built 
pitbouses in th e open. In some instances the pithouses were built in caves and 

some of the vi llages were quite la rge. Corn, beans and sq uas h were raised, turkeys 
were kep t in pens and the people hunt-ed with the bow and arrow. Plain Li no Gray 
pot tery was made in a variety of shapes and a few pieces bear rudimentary designs 
in black. Baskets, textiles and sandals were very finely made and are deco ra ted 

with intricate designs. Flutes, medicine kits and jewelry are indications of the 
elaborate craftsmanship of the Basketmaker people. 

In add ition to such a wea lth of ma ter ial culture, Basketmaker si tes are 
characteri zed by a tendency to contain large stores of materials. T ypica ll y these 
are unprocessed or par tl y processed products of the na tural environment. Besides 
fo odstuffs are such items as feathers, fiber, leaves sinew, minera ls and tobacco. 

These things were collected when they became avai lable and w ere stored for future 
use. The rich array of belongings found in Baske tmaker si tes is the result of a 
thrifty people capably exploiting their environment. 

Three groups of objects provide information concerning the use of tobacco 
by the Basketmakers in the Prayer Rock district. A well preserved sample of 

tobacco Nico tiana attenuata was found in a large spherical pottery jar with a long 
narrow neck. The tobacco consisted of leaf fragments, smaller stems, coroll as, 

cap sules and seeds. Apparently the upper portions of the plants have been broken 
off and crushed just enough to be pushed through the restricted neck of the vessel. 
The tobacco was identifi ed by Jones as Nico tiana attenuata Torr. and this was 
verifi ed by T. H. Goodspeed, Professor Emeritus of Botany at the University of 
California. Both workers observed some atypical leaf fragmen ts which suggest that 
other materials were included in the collection. 
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!, number of StOlle and ceramic pipes were found, some of which contained 

a charred residue of tbe materials that were smoked. These pipes have straight 

bores and bowls of varying depths. The StOne pipes have been shaped by drilling 

and grinding, wh ile the bowls of the clay pipes were formed by modeling and the 

bores by molding around a plant stem, which subsequently burned out. The external 
shape was typicall y conical although some were rather like modern cigar holders. 

Some of the ceramic pipes were crudely made and fired, but the stOne pipes were 

consistan tly finely shaped and highly polished. Three of the finest specimens were 

fitted with shon cylindrical bits at one end. One of these was of bone and twO 

were of wood. Most of these pipes were found singly or in pairs in the ruins of 

the collapsed pithouses probably indicating private ownership. As mentioned above, 

workers in the Philip Morris LaboratOry identified tObacco in five out of eight 

pipes tested. It is interesting to note tha t a su bstance resembling cornsilk wa~ 

observed in the dotdes from twO pipes. 

Scattered through the trash in the caves were a number of small bundles of 

yucca fiber wrapped carefully around a mixture of tobacco plant parts and what 

is apparently lime. These are circular to oval in sha pe, somewhat flattened and 

range from 4 to 5 cms. in diameter. Some of these bundles are well-preserved and 

some are rather crushed. The presence of human tOoth prints in a few bundles and 

the marked compaction and bleaching of many of the others would seem to indicate 

that the packets were held in the mouth and sucked but were not chewed to the 

point of disintegration or destruction. 

To date no evidence for the use of tobacco an d lime by the Pueblo Indians 
has been found, although similar little bundles have been noted in other Basketmaker 

assemblages. However an interpretation of the possible use of these packets may be 

found in the ethnographic literature for Indians of southern California (Kroeber 

1941). Ca,lcined shells were ground with tObacco and the resulting mixture was 

eaten. Tbe consumption of this mixture was to induce visions, to act as a medicine, 

an emetic or a stimulant. These same groups of people smoke tobacco in pipes in 

secular and rcligious ceremonies. It is imeresting to note that the usage of tobacco 

takes the same pattern among these California Indians and among the ancient 
Basketmakers. 

It is not assumed that Basketmaker tObacco was a product of cultivation but 
a number of Indian groups in the western United States have aided the growth 

of wild tObaccos in such ways as burning over areas to invite volunteer plants, 

scattering seeds in the ashes and protection of plots. Both Goodspeed (1954) and 

Wells (1959) have suggested that such "to bacco tending" practices probably had 
some effect on the distribution of various western species. Wells has emphasized 

that Nicotiana attenuata is found chiefly as a pioneer invader in habitats disturbed 
by man, and further that this species is poorly adjusted physiologically to the arid 

environment of the western United States. It may not be amiss to propose that 
the presence and distribution of this species may be at least partially due to 

human agency. The materials from the Prayer Rock caves indicate a motive and 
a circumstantial clue at a time that is 1300 years before the present. 
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