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Introduction

At the northeast tip of the Yucatán Peninsula – where the Caribbean meets the Gulf 
of Mexico – lies a wild and largely unexplored coastline that bore witness to one of 
the greatest seafaring traditions of the ancient New World (Fig. 11.1). Maya traders 
once plied the waters of the Laguna Holbox in massive dugout canoes filled with 
goods from across Mesoamerica (Thompson 1949; Edwards 1973, p. 201; Romero 
1991; Romero and Gurrola Briones 1991, 1995; Leshikar 1996). Each port was a 
link in a chain connecting people and ideas, and supporting the ambitions of city 
and state. Maritime trade and interaction on the Caribbean coast of the Peninsula 
reached its fluorescence on the eve of Spanish contact during the Postclassic period 
(ad 1100–1521). The once bustling towns of Xcaret and Xamanha were the ports 
of embarkation for Cozumel – one of the most important pilgrimage destinations 
and centers of commerce during this late period (Andrews and Andrews 1975; 
Sabloff and Rathje 1975; Con Uribe and Jordán 1992). While accommodating a 
steady stream of travelers and traders, these sister centers no doubt supported, and 
were supported by, their near-coastal hinterlands, which comprised one of the 
most densely populated maritime cultural landscapes in the Maya area (Silva 
Rhoads and Hernández 1991; Goñi 1998; Martos López 2002). To the south, 
Tancah and Tulum dominated Postclassic coastal interaction. Evident in the 
region’s mural art is a rich synthesis of broader Mesoamerican ideas and influences, 
which speak to the connectedness and multicultural fluency of coastal peoples at 
this time (Miller 1977, 1982).

While the Postclassic period is most often associated with Maya seafaring, in 
fact, the strengthening of maritime economies and the establishment of circum-
peninsular trade routes occurred during the preceding Terminal Classic period 
(ad 850–1100). It was during this time when the major city of Chichén Itzá 
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demonstrated an increased reliance on maritime commerce to maintain and extend 
its control over much of the Yucatán Peninsula (Andrews 1978; Robles Castellanos 
and Andrews 1986; Cobos 2004). Coastal settlements, however, have a deeper 
history in the Maya area, with occupations dating back to at least the Middle 
Preclassic period (800–400 bc), and the Costa Escondida Project, a long-term, 
interdisciplinary research effort, is focusing on the dynamic relationship between 
the Maya and their coastal landscape over the past 3,000 years.

Along this forgotten stretch of coastline lies the ancient port site of Vista 
Alegre. To date, our preliminary research efforts have focused primarily on this 

Fig. 11.1  Location of the Costa Escondida (maps by Jeffrey B. Glover 2010)
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mangrove-shrouded, inner-coastal island site in northern Quintana Roo. Although 
our studies have demonstrated that this strategic locale has long been attractive to 
ancient Maya travelers, Vista Alegre’s story is not one of continuous, uninterrupted 
occupation. The Maya of Vista Alegre were faced with the extraordinarily complex 
and harsh coastal environment of the Laguna Holbox, which is characterized by a 
mosaic of nonarable zones, including mangrove, estuary, flooded forest, and saw 
grass/palmetto. These marginal zones were unfavorable for maize agriculture, 
which was the staple for ancient Maya society. For this population to not only exist, 
but thrive in this adverse environment, required highly specialized subsistence 
strategies involving perennial access to freshwater, exploitation of marine resources, 
and cultivation of niche plant species. Furthermore, little is known about this port 
center’s shifting alliances with inland and coastal groups over the site’s occupa-
tional history, or how the populace of such a site responded to the periodic hurri-
canes and tropical storms that ravaged the coast. To best contextualize this complex 
interrelationship between human (maritime) activity and geographical and biologi-
cal features and events as evident in the material record, we have adopted 
Westerdahl’s (1992) maritime cultural landscape approach.

Westerdahl (2006, pp. 59–61) notes that maritime societies are often character-
ized by “a striking rapidity of transport and spatially more extended communication 
lines than terrestrial or agrarian culture.” Consequently, maritime sites exude a kind 
of dynamism – an almost accelerated cosmopolitanization – expressed in the mate-
rial culture, as well as upon the landscape itself. When vibrant centers of coastal 
commerce and interaction, such as Vista Alegre, exist within the larger social-
cultural context of more dominant inland polities, their uniqueness becomes more 
obvious, and the need to apply holistic and perhaps even more heuristic approaches 
becomes apparent.

A Diachronic Perspective on Maya Maritime  
Cultural Landscapes

While Westerdahl’s maritime cultural landscape approach has not been explicitly 
applied in the Maya area, more general landscape studies have a long history of 
scholarship in the region. Researchers have moved from viewing landscapes, like 
space in general, as passive backdrops for human actions, to recognizing that they 
played an integral role in the lived experience. Landscapes are constituted through 
the dialectical relationship between human agents and the built and natural environ-
ment in which they live (Ashmore and Knapp 1999; Given and Knapp 2003; Smith 
2003a). As such, landscapes have been incorporated into the growing movement 
arguing for a re-spatialization of social theory (Soja 1989; Pred 1990; Ashmore 
2002; Smith 2003a). It is with this theoretical perspective that scholars have inves-
tigated the natural and cultural world of the Maya. This is a world deeply imbued 
with meanings that stemmed from generations of inhabitants creating a landscape 
“pregnant with the past” (Ingold 1993, p. 153), which, in turn, was constantly 
recreated through each succeeding generation’s actions and memories (Ingold 1993). 
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The fact that the landscape is involved in all aspects of human life, from the mundane 
to the extraordinary, has allowed scholars to take a range of approaches when 
trying to elucidate the linkages between social processes and the landscape. In the 
case of the ancient Maya, these approaches have most often focused on aspects of 
the sacred landscape, such as the concept of temples as metaphorical flowery 
mountains and the connection of these mountains with caves, both natural and 
constructed (Brady 1997; Brady and Ashmore 1999).

Although Mayanists have referenced coastal settlements in this more general 
discourse on past landscapes, the maritime cultural landscapes of the coastal sites 
have not been the focus of study. We argue that coastal sites were atypical, and 
perhaps even idiosyncratic, both in terms of how they were imagined and “lived in” 
by the Maya. The north coast of the Peninsula is a complex physiographic mosaic 
that is categorically distinct from the more open, inland expanses upon which the 
northern lowland Maya could inscribe their worldview. No doubt, the physically 
delimiting aspects of this incredibly diverse environment would have had a deter-
ministic effect on more localized concepts of landscape. Such geo-cultural and 
conceptual “borderlands” offer an opportunity to consider ideational landscapes 
(more characteristic of the Mesoamerican discourse), while adopting the integrative 
and holistic (and imminently practical) maritime cultural landscape approach.

To understand the maritime cultural landscape of the inhabitants of Quintana 
Roo’s north coast, a broader survey of the coastal landscapes of the ancient 
Maya is appropriate. We use the plural of landscape, because there was certainly 
not a uniform perception of the coast, just as there is not a single coastal ecosystem. 
Maritime cultural landscapes are rooted in local experiences, which are inextricably 
linked to particular histories as well as adaptive strategies, and would understand-
ably change through time. However, there did exist among the Maya a more 
broadly shared, general perception of the sea (Finamore and Houston 2010). Along 
with the sea itself, another unifying factor that linked these coastal inhabitants was 
the merchants who plied the waters from the Bay of Honduras to the Gulf of 
Mexico in large, dugout canoes. Their outsider experiences would have had a major 
impact on the ways in which coastal peoples viewed their place in the larger Maya 
world. At the time of European contact (ca. early sixteenth century), there were 
powerful merchant families who inhabited and controlled coastal trade centers 
separated by great distances, like those of Nito, Honduras, and Xicalango, in mod-
ern day southern Campeche, Mexico (Scholes and Roys 1948).

According to early European accounts, the coastal Maya saw themselves as 
more “refined” than inland peoples (Scholes and Roys 1948, p. 60). This coastal 
identity, surely reinforced by the specialized lifeways including everything from 
craft to cuisine, seemingly has its roots in the Terminal Classic period (ad 850–
1100) when circum-peninsular trade intensified along with a growing “internation-
alization” of Maya cultural beliefs and values. What evidence do we have for the 
Maya of the Costa Escondida being integrated into these broader networks during 
the Terminal Classic? Is there evidence through the built environment and material 
culture for a distinct coastal identity that differed significantly from that of their 
inland neighbors? Using the maritime cultural landscape perspective, the connections 
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between the materials obtained on land and the activities that bridged this 
terrestrial-marine divide come into focus.

The Costa Escondida Project

Recent archaeological investigations along the north coast of Quintana Roo have 
included the completion of an architectural map of Vista Alegre, a preliminary test-
pitting program there, and a 22-km long canoe-based reconnaissance of coastal 
environments including mangrove, forest, and estuary. This brief survey of the 
north coast has revealed a number of small ancient and historical sites and cultural 
features, and has allowed us to begin ground-truthing remote sensing imagery. 
Taken together, our efforts are now beginning to shed light on the broader political 
and economic systems that were so integral to life at this ancient port.

Description of Vista Alegre

The boundaries of Vista Alegre are essentially defined by its geographic setting, as 
an estuary encircles the majority of the island. The southern portion of the site 
includes mangrove, tintal (dyewood ecosystem), and tidal flats, while expansive 
wetlands lie to the east and west. The island covers 16 ha, while the site itself is 
within a forested area of relatively “high” topographic relief (less than 2 m asl). In 
general, the overall physiographic setting of Vista Alegre is ideal for a port site with 
sheltered bays flanking the island (Fig. 11.2). Being located within this protected 
area of Laguna Holbox is significant, as we ourselves have been buffeted by the 
nortes, winds that often close the small, modern port at neighboring Chiquilá.

In 2005 and 2008, we registered and mapped a total of 29 structures, including 
platforms, mounds, and a principal pyramidal structure, which dominates the cen-
tral plaza (Fig. 11.2). The steep-sided pyramid measures 11 m tall and appears to 
have been heavily damaged by both looters and hurricanes. The fill of the structure 
consists of concrete. This construction technique, which is unusual in the surround-
ing region, enabled the site’s inhabitants to construct a pyramid that was tall and 
steep with a minimal volume of building material. Although Maya pyramids gener-
ally had a ritual function, this structure also likely served as a mirador or lookout. 
From the summit of the pyramid, it was easy to view the surrounding coastline, as 
well as to closely monitor the approaching and departing canoes of maritime trad-
ers. During our survey of the southern portion of the site, we also documented a 
wall or sacbe (raised causeway) that traverses the island. The east and west termini 
of the wall/sacbe extend into the water of the estuary and possibly functioned as 
docks at natural harbors, a feature found at the coastal sites of Isla Cerritos and 
Emal further to the west (Gallareta Negrón et al. 1989; Kepecs 1999). In addition, 
we discovered an andador (a narrow walkway) that connects Vista Alegre to a 
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structure 1.4 km to the south (on the mainland) named Templo Perdido. The walk-
way extends southeast across tintal, mangroves, and tidal flats before entering the 
higher forest to the south. This collapsed and looted temple sits atop a natural rise 
on the landscape, a rarity in this environment. Given the paucity of structures 
recorded around Templo Perdido, it is possible that this area served as the agricul-
tural support zone for Vista Alegre, although more survey work and soil chemistry 
analysis are needed to confirm this.

Fig. 11.2  Map of Vista Alegre and surrounding area (maps by Jeffrey B. Glover 2010)
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Chronology of Vista Alegre

Our preliminary archaeological fieldwork and ceramic analysis have revealed four 
major periods of occupation at the site ranging from the Middle Preclassic period 
(800–400 bc) to the Postclassic (ad 1100–1521). The site, however, was not 
continuously occupied, nor did the function of the port remain constant through 
time. In the Maya area, and Mesoamerica more broadly, the analysis of the stylistic 
attributes of ceramics is key for chronology building. The ceramic data provide a 
relative chronology that is then pegged to our calendar through radiocarbon dates 
or through their association with monuments with datable inscriptions. Where con-
texts are not stratified and associated with carbonized remains or are not associated 
with datable inscriptions, ceramic cross-dating is the norm and that is how the dates 
below were determined. In addition to being chronologically sensitive, attributes 
associated with paste, form, and surface decoration of ceramic vessels are key for 
interpreting interregional interaction and cultural affiliation, when combined with 
other architectural or artifactual datasets.

Vista Alegre I (800/700 to 450/400 bc): The First Settlers

Middle Preclassic ceramics have been reported at nearby inland sites (Amador 
2005; Rissolo et al. 2005); so we were not surprised to find evidence of them at 
Vista Alegre. However, we were startled to find the types of Middle Preclassic 
ceramics that we did. In the northern Maya lowlands, Early Nabanché ceramics are 
ubiquitous, but at Vista Alegre we found Mamom materials, including a Savana 
Orange (Mars Orange ware) sherd, along with Joventud-slipped figurine fragments 
(Fig. 11.3). These ceramics and figurines are better known at sites in Belize and the 
eastern Petén region of northern Guatemala, and to our knowledge, none have been 
found in the northern lowlands. While we know goods were traveling long distances 
during the Middle Preclassic (Ball and Taschek 2003; Garber et  al. 2004; Pool 
2007), trade does not appear to be the mechanism responsible for the arrival of these 
goods at Vista Alegre. Preclassic figurines, in particular, are proposed to have ritual 
significance at the household or community level during this time (Lesure 1997; 
Blomster 2009, p. 120), and therefore would not have been items of economic trade 
(although see Cheetham 2009 for contradictory evidence in regards to Olmec figu-
rines). The Vista Alegre materials instead provide evidence of people migrating 
from the eastern Petén-Belize regions of the southern lowlands. It seems likely that 
this initial population was attracted to the site because of its environmental similar-
ity to the mangrove-fringed coastal areas of Belize, and to its access to trade routes. 
However, the movement of populations from the eastern Petén-Belize area into the 
Yalahau region does not fit any of the current models proposed for the region’s 
earliest settlers (Andrews 1990; Rissolo et al. 2005; Stanton and Ardren 2005), and 
pushes the initial settlement of the region back by as much as 150 years. In future 
field seasons, we hope to better define this earliest component of the site’s history. 
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This, in turn, will allow us to better understand if and how these earliest settlers 
interacted with inland Early Nabanché-using groups.

Vista Alegre IIa (ad 100/150 to 400/450): Yalahau Connections

Following these pioneering settlers, there is some uncertainty about the occupational 
history of the island until the Terminal Preclassic period (ad 100–400). At this time 
there was a robust settlement at the site, which is not surprising given the presence 
of dense inland populations (Amador 2005; Glover 2006). While it is clear that 
people at the site were interacting with inland populations given the broadly shared 
use of Carolina, Sierra, and Tancah ceramics (the three dominant groups found at 
inland sites during this time period), it is evident that Vista Alegre was part of 
broader interaction networks. For example, at Vista Alegre and other coastal sites to 
the west, we find ceramic types from the southern lowlands (Caribal and San Felipe 
groups) that are not present at inland sites in the region (Ball 1978; Amador 2005).

To better understand the relationship that Vista Alegre had with other coastal 
sites during this period, we must first examine the major site of Conil, located 
immediately to the west [referred to as Chiquilá by Sanders (1955, 1960)]. 
According to Sanders’ (1960) work at Conil, there was a major Terminal Preclassic 

Fig. 11.3  Drawing of middle preclassic figurine (drawing by Jennifer Taschek)
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and Early Classic component, during which the majority of the architecture was 
constructed (Sanders 1955, pp. 189–190). Given the size of the largest structure at 
the site (93 m north/south by 76 m east/west and 6 m tall; Glover 2006, p. 524), all 
signs indicate that this would have been a powerful center during the Vista Alegre 
IIa period. Was Vista Alegre a satellite settlement of Conil during this time period, 
or was it linked to an inland site to the east? We hope to address this question by 
implementing a test-pitting program at Conil, which will allow us to determine 
whether the heavy representation of local polychromes (Timucuy group, Tituc 
Orange-polychrome: Tituc Variety) at Vista Alegre, as compared to the inland sites, 
is also present at Conil. The prevalence of these polychromes into the next occupa-
tion period is significant as it is evidence of the resilience of the Vista Alegre popu-
lation in the face of what seems to be a major regional depopulation of inland sites 
during the Early Classic (Glover 2006). Was Vista Alegre alone in this resilience or 
did Conil share its good fortune?

Vista Alegre IIb (ad 400/450 to 650): Coastal Resilience

As the nearby inland sites were largely depopulated during the Early Classic  
(Glover and Stanton 2010), we were surprised to find evidence of continued occu-
pation and elite activities at Vista Alegre into the Early and Middle Classic periods 
(ad 400–650). Of particular interest is a vessel fragment, which appears to be part 
of a small, distinctly flared cup, originally produced in southern Veracruz. This cup 
was the kind of personal object that elite merchants might have carried with them 
to drink a toast with a host or fellow traders (Jennifer Taschek 2008, pers. comm.). 
Despite this resilience, by the sixth and seventh centuries, we find no pan-Lowland 
decorative finewares, and ceramic materials in general drop off considerably. This 
suggests a declining onsite population during the later part of the Early and Middle 
Classic periods, and a general site abandonment by ad 650.

Such a late date for the abandonment indicates that Vista Alegre, along with a 
series of other small north coastal sites studied by Ball (1978) and Eaton (1978), 
somehow survived the extensive depopulation occurring farther inland during the 
late third to fourth and fifth centuries ad. While this preliminary occupational his-
tory needs to be confirmed by further study, this has important ramifications for the 
durability as well as viability of littoral settlements during times of general stress 
or crisis.

Vista Alegre III (ad 850/900 to 1100): Itzá Influence

After an apparent hiatus of approximately 200 years, a group of people resettled the 
island during the Terminal Classic period (ca. ad 850). But who were these people, 
where did they come from, and how did they participate in the burgeoning circum-
peninsular trade dominated by Chichén Itzá? While our preliminary data provide 
some clues to these questions, they raise many more.
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We know from previous research that the control of portions of Yucatán’s north 
and east coasts was critical to Chichén Itzá’s rise to prominence in the Terminal 
Classic, as it allowed the site to become a major player in the circum-peninsular 
trade routes that ran from Veracruz down to the Gulf of Honduras (Robles 
Castellanos and Andrews 1986; Kepecs et  al. 1994; Kepecs 1999). Evidence of 
Chichén Itzá’s important role in trade is well documented, exemplified by the long-
distance elite artifacts found during the dredging of the Sacred Cenote (Tozzer 
1957; Coggins and Shane 1984). The Itzá’s interest in the central north coast is 
attributed to the presence of the largest salt pans (salinas) in the Maya area, and the 
specialized salt-producing communities located along the margins of the salinas 
(Eaton 1978; Andrews 1983; Kepecs et al. 1994; Kepecs 1999; Andrews and Mock 
2002). The archaeological correlates for this control have been attributed to the 
presence of ceramic types ascribed to the Sotuta sphere, green obsidian from the 
Pachuca source in Hidalgo, Mexico, and certain iconographic and architectural ele-
ments (Kepecs et al. 1994; Kepecs 1999; Smith 2000, 2003b). While the political 
implications of the presence of Sotuta ceramics are complex (Stanton and Gallareta-
Negrón 2001), at sites where Sotuta materials replace Cehpech materials (associ-
ated with Puuc sites in the western portion of the Peninsula and the major site of 
Cobá in the east during the Classic and Terminal Classic periods) and are found in 
association with Pachuca and other central Mexican obsidian, Chichén Itzá’s con-
trol is strongly implied.

One classic case study of Chichén Itzá’s control comes from Isla Cerritos, 
a small island site located 500 m off the north coast of Yucatán at the mouth of the 
Río Lagartos estuary, home to the most lucrative salinas in the Maya world. It was 
the focus of archaeological investigation in the 1980s by Anthony P. Andrews and 
others (Andrews and Gallareta Negrón 1986), and more recently by Cobos (2006, 
2007) of the Universidad Autónoma de Yucatán. Located approximately 90 km 
north of Chichén Itzá, the site is in an advantageous position to control traffic in and 
out of the estuary, an ideal situation for a group looking to control the salt trade. 
While settlement at the site dates from the Late Preclassic, the majority of construc-
tion and period of greatest population occurred during the Late/Terminal Classic 
period. The beginning of this phase, marked by the Chacpel ceramic complex 
(ad 750–900), corresponds to the presence of Cehpech ceramic material, a few 
imported goods (including Silho group Fine Orange Ware), and simple, domestic 
constructions (Robles Castellanos 1987; Gallareta Negrón et al. 1989). Building at 
the site and its population exploded during the second part of this phase, which is 
supported by radiocarbon dates that cluster between ad 860 and ad 1020 (Andrews 
et al. 1988; Gallareta Negrón and Andrews 1988) and correlate with the expansion 
of Chichén Itzá’s long-distance connections. Accompanying this growth is the 
replacement of the Cehpech material with Sotuta ceramics, and the bulk of the 
imported obsidian. The fate of Isla Cerritos’ inhabitants seemed tied to those at 
Chichén Itzá, as its importance waned with the decline of the great city.

While the data from Isla Cerritos provide an important comparative dataset for 
our research at Vista Alegre, we are certainly in agreement with Stanton and 
Gallareta Negrón (2001) who caution against uncritically equating the presence 
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of Sotuta ceramics at a site with a sign of Chichén Itzá’s dominance. We do think, 
however, that given the particular assemblage at Vista Alegre, such an argument 
is sound. When a nonlocal ware appears as the domestic utility ware (in this case 
Balantun Black-on-slate) at a site during a time when there appears to be few if 
any local people living in the area, then we feel confident in concluding that 
actual people with close ties to Chichén Itzá were the ones who resettled the 
island during Vista Alegre III times. This argument is bolstered when the other 
Sotuta materials (Silho, Tohil, and Dzitas) are taken into consideration. 
Additionally, we have recovered more obsidian at Vista Alegre than all of the 
interior sites in our region combined, and we have the only known examples of 
Pachuca obsidian (14% of our sample).

While it is possible that the site was reoccupied as a state-sanctioned outpost to 
monitor trade as it rounded the northeast corner of the Peninsula (see Kepecs 1999, 
p. 420 for discussion of Itzá-sponsored settlement between Chichén and Isla 
Cerritos and Emal), there are certainly other possibilities that we will explore as we 
move forward with our investigations. In another scenario, perhaps entrepreneurs 
from other coastal or inland sites to the west recognized a gap in the circum-
peninsular trade route and reestablished the community. Did this repopulation start 
out as an independent venture and later fall to Chichén’s expansionistic ambitions? 
Furthermore, why was Vista Alegre chosen over Conil, which had a larger Terminal 
Preclassic and Early Classic settlement? Was it the shelter of the harbors or the 
presence of possible springs at Vista Alegre? These too are questions that we look 
forward to addressing with our future investigations.

Based on our preliminary ceramic data at Vista Alegre, we are inclined to look 
beyond Chichén Itzá for evidence of where the initial population originated. While 
the abundance of the Balantun Black-on-slate and Dzitas slate wares are strong 
indicators of close ties with the Itzá, we do not have any evidence of Sisal (the Sotuta 
non-slipped domestic utility ware) or Dzibiac (the Sotuta slipped service ware) 
ceramics, both of which were abundant at Chichén and Isla Cerritos (see Cobos 
2007, p. 86). At Vista Alegre, it appears that the Vista Alegre Striated group materi-
als take the place of the Sisal group, and that Ticul Thin Slate might replace the 
Dzibiac materials. Both Vista Alegre Striated and Ticul Thin Slate, given the brown-
ish slip in our collection, indicate connections to the south, possibly the area around 
Cobá (Robles Castellanos and Andrews 1986; Robles Castellanos 1990, pp. 178–179). 
While Vista Alegre Striated sherds along with Balantun and Dzitas are found at the 
major coastal sites of Isla Cerritos, Emal, and El Cuyo to the west of Vista Alegre 
(Ball 1978, pp. 114–115; Robles Castellanos 1987, pp. 103–104), Ticul Thin Slate 
sherds are rare at Isla Cerritos (Cobos 2007, p. 89) and Emal (Ball 1978, p. 116) 
and are nonexistent at other northern coastal sites (Ball 1978, p. 120).

While the ceramic data paint a complex picture in regards to Vista Alegre’s 
external relations, there are a number of parallels between the site layout of Emal 
and that of Vista Alegre that turn our focus back to the west when looking for the 
population that resettled the island. The wall on the south side of Emal is much like 
our sacbe/wall feature, and there are other general similarities in the site’s layout 
(Kepecs 1999, Fig. 9.10) that we hope to explore in the future.
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Regardless of who resettled the island during the Terminal Classic, it is clear that 
the community was integrated into the political economic network centered at the 
Itzá capital. Our work will hopefully provide further insight into this complex issue 
and will complement the recent work done by Cobos (2006, 2007) on Isla Cerritos, 
as well as the work being done around Yaxuná (Stanton and Magnoni 2009) and at 
Xuenkal (Ardren et al. 2009). In so doing, our future research strives to provide 
insight into Chichén Itzá’s expansionistic strategies, how these either took advan-
tage of or repressed the growing entrepreneurial spirit emerging along the coast 
during the Terminal Classic, and, based on our Vista Alegre IV materials (see 
below), eventually failed, as evidenced by the Postclassic materials.

Vista Alegre IV (ad 1100 to 1521): Pilgrimage Locale

Although abandoned at the close of the Terminal Classic or early portion of the 
Postclassic period, Vista Alegre maintained its ritual significance for coastal inhab-
itants and traders. This is evidenced by the pilgrimage ceramic assemblage (Chen 
Mul modeled incensario fragments and Payil Red vessels) and the presence of a 
carved serpent-head balustrade (Fig. 11.4). Once again, understanding the relations 
between Vista Alegre and Conil becomes paramount. As the Itzá’s grip on coastal 
trade weakened, did the people of Vista Alegre reestablish themselves at the 
Terminal Preclassic site of Conil? Was this a pre-Hispanic form of “rebranding”? 
Or, did some of the growing inland populations reoccupy Conil in direct competi-
tion with those at Vista Alegre, or simply fill the gap left by the abandonment of 

Fig. 11.4  Postclassic serpent-head balustrade (photo by Dominique Rissolo)
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Vista Alegre? These are complex questions, and a tighter control on the chronology 
of both sites is a critical first step if we are to begin to understand these past 
processes.

We know from previous research that the reoccupation of sites within the 
Yalahau region was a common practice during the Postclassic (Hoover 2003; 
Glover 2006). Of the inland sites, San Ángel evidences the strongest connection 
with east coast sites during the Postclassic as seen in its murals and architecture 
(Gallareta Negrón and Taube 2005). As discussed elsewhere (Rissolo and Glover 
2006), Sabana Zanja may have been a corridor linking San Ángel to the north coast. 
This evidence shows that people with connections to the powerful trading centers 
of the east coast were making inroads toward the north coast, but what impact, if 
any, this had on Vista Alegre remains to be discerned.

What we do know is that Conil was a sizable community at the time of contact 
(Andrews 2002), and that circum-peninsular trade continued to grow in its signifi-
cance from the Terminal Classic until the time of contact. Given the supposed size 
of Conil during the Postclassic, it does not make sense to have two ports of trade 
located just 7 km apart from one another. Our preliminary ceramic data indicate 
that this occupational overlap did not exist, but that instead Vista Alegre perhaps 
became a ritual pilgrimage site during the Postclassic period. We know that 
Postclassic traders visited coastal shrines as they made their way around the 
Peninsula (Scholes and Roys 1948, p. 90; Andrews et al. 1975; Freidel and Sabloff 
1984), and conceivably Vista Alegre became an important part of the sacred 
landscape and a reminder to travelers of a haven that their ancestors once used. If 
this was the case, how was the nearby shrine site of Yuukluuk (Sanders 1955) inte-
grated into this sacred maritime cultural landscape? Or was the site more com-
monly visited by local populations who were making offerings to their past 
ancestors or deemed the site significant due to its past ties with the great city of 
Chichén Itzá? While these scenarios are purely speculative, an understanding of the 
spatial patterning of the Postclassic materials as well as looking at sources for the 
ceramics are two avenues of investigation that we hope to pursue to better under-
stand Vista Alegre’s continued allure; while abandoned it was not forgotten.

Vista Alegre, the North Coast, and the Historic Era

Like the Pre-Columbian occupational history, the historical era is dynamic and is 
characterized by ebbs and flows of populations as outside forces, as far away as 
Europe, exerted varying influence over the region. The north coast of Quintana Roo 
witnessed the impact of Spanish contact from its earliest moments. The “official 
discovery” of the Yucatán is attributed to Francisco Hernández de Córdoba who, on 
1 March 1517, landed near the site of Ecab on the northeastern tip of the Peninsula. 
Bernal Díaz described the site as the “Gran Cairo,” although subsequent archaeo-
logical reconnaissance has yet to find a site worthy of that description in the area. 
In 1518, Juan de Grijalva briefly visited Cozumel and the north coast site of Conil, 
but did not spend much time on the mainland. Hernán Cortés also stopped by 
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Cozumel and Conil in 1519 on his way to Veracruz and his conquest of the Aztec 
empire (Prager 2001, Fig.  578). The Spaniards’ attention was diverted from the 
Yucatán by the conquest of Central Mexico, until the expedition of Francisco de 
Montejo between 1527 and 1529. Montejo stopped at Cozumel before making his 
first mainland camp near Xelha, which he named Salamanca de Xelha. His group 
of conquistadores marched up the east coast visiting the sites of Xamanha (Playa 
del Carmen), Polé (Xcaret), Moc-chi (Mulchí), and Belma. They then moved along 
the north coast stopping at the site of Conil. From Conil they moved into the contact 
province of Chikinchel, reaching the city of Loché before returning to Salamanca 
de Xelha (Chamberlain 1948; Andrews 1985, p. 140; Kepecs 1999). While this 
attempt failed, Montejo’s nephew and son were eventually successful in “conquer-
ing” the Peninsula with the establishment of Mérida on 6 January 1542 amidst the 
ruins of the recently sacked Maya city of Ti’ho (Chamberlain 1948, p. 213; 
Andrews 1985, p. 140), and by 1544, the Peninsula had been “secured” by the 
Spanish forces (Chamberlain 1948, p. 234; Restall 1998).

With the pacification of the Peninsula, encomiendas (land grants given to 
Spaniards) were established, as was the practice of the Spanish. The encomienda 
system was brutal, oppressive, and led to a violent reaction by the Maya inhabitants 
of the Peninsula. In 1546, the Great Revolt began, initiated by Maya in the eastern 
parts of the Peninsula, who were further from the capital’s control. While these 
Maya rebels met a harsh end, by 1547, the Spanish stranglehold on the region was 
damaged (Chamberlain 1948, pp. 237–252). “The great revolt had reduced the 
eastern and southern provinces to a state of chaos exceeding anything that had 
existed heretofore” (Chamberlain 1948, p. 251). Combined with the massive 
depopulation occurring from European-introduced diseases, the northeast portion 
of the Peninsula was hard hit. From an area that had been densely settled during 
Montejo’s first entrada, the area appears to have lost about 90% of its population 
in the century following contact (Andrews 1985, p. 140). There were only six 
encomiendas in northern Quintana Roo (Kantunilkin, Conil, Ecab, Polé, Zama 
[Tulum/Tancah], and Cozumel), none of which were terribly successful due to their 
meager populations (see Andrews (1985) Roys (1957) for a discussion of popula-
tion decline estimates). In terms of assessing the continued importance of the coast 
in the early phase of the historic period, it is important to note that all but one 
(Kantunilkin) of the encomiendas were located on the coast.

The depopulation and relative poverty of the area, however, led to looser Spanish 
control on the area. This, in turn, made the northeastern tip of the Peninsula an ideal 
place for budding pirates to call home (Andrews 1985, p. 140; Andrews and Jones 
2001). There are numerous accounts of pirates burying their booty on the east coast 
islands and mounting offenses from the Cabo Catoche area (Le Plongeon 1889; 
Apestegui 2002, p. 192). The pirates also turned to extracting palo de tinte, known 
as dyewood or logwood, from the area around Ecab by the middle of the 1600s 
(Edwards 1957, pp. 152–154). The dye was used in cloth manufacturing in Europe, 
and the tree grew well in the ubiquitous wetlands of the area. There is even a discus-
sion of mid-nineteenth century pirates establishing small sugarcane farms along the 
north coast (Stephens 1962 [1843]). “Unable to govern, protect, and attend to the 
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spiritual needs of the dwindling population of northern Quintana Roo, the Spanish 
decided to abandon the region in the mid-17th century” (Andrews 1985, p. 140). 
From a Spanish perspective, the region became a backwater, only inhabited by 
small groups of “wild, pagan Maya” and a home for numerous pirates marauding 
the ships of the Caribbean. The region did not factor prominently in the following 
two-and-a-half centuries of Yucatecan history, yet this is just another example of 
the changing maritime cultural landscape as new populations interact with the land 
and sea of this region.

It was not until the 1847 outbreak of the Caste War that northern Quintana Roo 
reentered the history books. The centuries of frustration harbored by the indigenous 
Maya against their position in the new “world order” finally reached a boiling point 
(Reed 2001). Beginning on the eastern frontier of the settled territory, the war began 
rapidly and raged intensely for 2 years. There were massive losses on both sides. 
The department of Valladolid lost about 75% of its population between 1846 and 
1850, and Yucatán, in general, lost almost 40% (Reed 2001, p. 141). By 1850, a 
stalemate had begun; the eastern frontier had been mostly secured, and the rebel-
lious Maya established an independent territory in the untamed forest of the East.

With the threat of hostile indios generally lessened in the northeast corner of the 
Peninsula, development began in the form of large land grants that replaced smaller 
land holdings such as Xuxub, where the American Robert Stephens was supposedly 
killed by a group of Cruzob Maya in 1875 (Sullivan 2004). The Mexican govern-
ment issued two such grants that covered northern Quintana Roo. These land grants 
were part of a larger plan by the Mexican government to regain some economic and 
political control over the area. The government was eager to exploit the riches wait-
ing in the forest of Quintana Roo, such as lumber and chicle, the sap from the 
chicozapote tree (Manilkara zapota). Chicle was the main ingredient used in chew-
ing gum production until World War II, when it was replaced by artificial products 
(Fedick 2003, p. 347; Mathews 2009). While wanting to bring the rebel Maya under 
State control, the government was also tired of seeing the British from neighboring 
British Honduras (modern Belize) pilfer lands that were the property of the 
Mexican State. While Yucatecos lobbied that the two substantial land grants should 
still be considered part of Yucatán State, their pleas fell on deaf ears, and on 24 
November 1902, President Porfirio Díaz created the Territory of Quintana Roo 
(Careaga Viliesid 1990, pp. 141–145; Reed 2001, p. 303).

One of the grants was given to La Compañía Agrícola El Cuyo y Anexas in 1876 
and covered a total of 1,800 km2, including the area along the southern shore of 
Laguna Holbox. La Compañía Agrícola established offices at the indigenous town 
of Labcah, now known as Solferino, along with their offices in the port of El Cuyo, 
Yucatán. Along the north coast, the company focused on sugarcane production and 
constructed a sugar processing plant at San Eusebio, about 3 km inland from the 
port of Chiquilá and about 10 km northeast of Solferino. The plant was the most 
modern of its kind on the peninsula, and it was principally non-Yucateco Mexicans, 
Afro-Caribbean peoples, and Koreans who were harvesting the cane under the 
direction of Cubans (Careaga Viliesid 1990, pp. 126–127; Reed 2001, p. 288). 
Edwards (1957, p. 175) claims that the real source of wealth for the company was 
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through the administration of salt pans near the port of Chiquilá on the shore of 
Laguna Holbox. Andrews (1983) in his authoritative volume on Maya salt produc-
tion mentions small, historic salt pans on Isla Holbox but none near Chiquilá. We 
would be inclined to believe that Edwards (1957) had his facts crossed as La 
Compañía Agrícola had offices in El Cuyo, which is still the hub of major salt pro-
duction on the Peninsula. Yet, if there were productive salt pans near Chiquilá, 
which is the location of the contact period port of Conil, then that has obvious impli-
cations for the pre-Hispanic economy of the region. The company was also involved 
in the production of cacao, bananas, and cotton, logging, cattle ranching, as well as 
palo de tinte extraction (Edwards 1957, p. 175; Andrews 1985, pp. 140–141; 
Careaga Viliesid 1990, p. 127) and constructed a railway connecting Solferino and 
Chiquilá (Sanders 1955, p. 182; Xacur Maiza et al. 1998, vol. 8, p. 352). It may have 
been during this time when a canal was dug at the north end of the wetland Sabana 
Zanja and a logwood processing plant constructed on the north coast a couple of 
kilometers to the east of Chiquilá (Andrews 2002, personal communication).

The second land grant was first given to Faustino Martínez in 1889, a businessman 
from Mérida. Due to his fear of hostile Maya, he did nothing with his grant, and it 
was acquired by La Compañía Colonizadora de la Costa Oriental de Yucatán in 1896, 
a part of the Banco de Londres y México, the first private bank in Mexico (Careaga 
Viliesid 1990, pp. 126–127; Reed 2001, p. 288; Mathews and Lizama-Rogers 2005). 
La Compañía Colonizadora had a tract of land stretching from Cabo Catoche to 
Ascension Bay. They established bases in Puerto Morelos, Colonia Santa María 
(modern Leona Vicario), Yalikin, El Meco, Porvenir, and Las Vegas (Andrews 1985, 
pp. 140–141; Careaga Viliesid 1990, pp. 126–127). The company constructed 
narrow-gauge railways across the Peninsula, which were used to transport lumber and 
chicle from camps in the bush to the bases and eventually to the coast for shipment.

In Closing

These narrow-gauge railways are just one extant example (Fig. 11.5) of how these 
extractive industries were materialized and inscribed on the landscape (Mathews 
2009). Over the course of our coastal surveys, we have recorded a variety of evi-
dence associated with the diverse range of activities associated with the major land-
holding companies that constituted the late nineteenth and early twentieth maritime 
cultural landscape. These include the remnants of short-lived chiclero camps, the 
historic canals still visible in the remotely sensed imagery, the remains of the dock 
facilities at Yalikin with wooden pier posts still extending out of the water, the 
Xuxub rancho with its collapsed smoke-stack and crumbling architecture, and the 
massive smoke-stack of San Eusebio that is still standing. This historical palimpsest 
does not yet provide us with the fine-grained data needed to study the diverse eth-
nicities that constituted the population on the peninsula (Maya, Cuban, Korean, 
European, Afro-Caribbean, Mexican), but this is certainly something we plan to 
investigate as we move forward with the historical research.
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Returning to our consideration of the pre-Columbian period, the ceramic data 
provide not only chronological information but also important clues as to the far-
reaching networks in which the Maya of Vista Alegre were engaged. These connec-
tions stand in sharp contrast to those evidenced at the inland sites and speak to the 
different lived experiences of coastal inhabitants. The ceramics are only one part of 
the story and must be combined with the architectural and survey data; as it is not 
the objects that are of interest, but the people moving and using those objects that 
we seek to understand. Through the survey data, we have a clearer picture of the 
options, or lack thereof, for maritime traders as they plied the waters of Laguna 
Holbox. When combined with the architectural data from Vista Alegre, features 
such as the wall/sacbe and the andador allow us to begin to understand how the 
goods and people moved through this landscape, which is critical as we attempt to 
recreate the maritime cultural landscape.

With this preliminary background research completed, we are in a strong posi-
tion to begin the interdisciplinary phase of the project, which is critical if we are to 
fully understand the changing maritime cultural landscapes from the Middle 
Preclassic to the early twentieth century. What challenges did the first settlers face 
as they established the community of Vista Alegre on this small patch of barely 
elevated ground? What attracted them to this place, and how did they make a living? 
During the subsequent Early and Middle Classic periods, what kept people at Vista 
Alegre after the abandonment of inland sites and why did the settlement eventually 
fail? What made this an attractive port site in the Terminal Classic and why did this 
occupation also fail? How was the “conquest” experienced in this area and what 

Fig. 11.5  Small section of the Yalikin narrow-gauge railway in a flooded mangrove forest (photo 
by Dominique Rissolo 2006)
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was the lived experience of the diverse participants in the later extractive industries? 
While we have been able to address some of these questions in this chapter, our 
adoption of the maritime cultural landscape perspective and its focus on human–
maritime interaction will serve us well as we move forward with our research.
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