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by 2 m, is found along the periphery of the single-
chambered cave. It appears to be above the water table
and only fills periodically. The flaky white evaporates
associated with cave pools throughout the region, are
present atop the floor of the pool where the water has
receded. The pool itself is essentially a sediment-filled
depression that may have at one time provided a reli-
able link to the water table (as seen in Actun Toh).
Evidence of speleothem breakage and removal is
present as well.

The cave itself lies in the midst of a small site or
group of structures. Minimal clearing of the area re-
vealed the apparent positioning of platform structures
around the cave so that the cave’s entrance hole marks
the center of a small plaza. One such structure, a low

Four steps lead past a flowstone mound and beneath a
dripstone formation. A high relief, donut-like element
(measuring 22 cm in diameter) was carved into this
formation. This is the only evidence of rock art iden-
tified in Actun Pech. At the bottom (or end) of the
antechamber, is a naturally constrictive portal that
leads to the tunnel portion of the cave.

The 120 m-long tunnel begins at 11.91 m below
the ground surface and follows a relatively straight
course before reaching the pool. In the 65 m distance
between the beginning of the tunnel and the pool, the
passageway loses approximately 1 m of elevation. (In
other words, the tunnel slopes slightly downward to-
wards the pool).

 The initial portion of the tunnel is the narrowest

Figure 4.7.1. Map of Actun Pech.

basal platform, is located within 10 m of
the cave entrance. Ideally, the area would
need to be cleared and mapped in order
confirm the spatial relationship between
the cave and surrounding architecture. Due
to a number of logistical factors, Cave SJ-1
was not selected for detailed investigation
during the 1997-99 field seasons. However,
the cave has excellent future research po-
tential.

4.7: ACTUN PECH

Actun Pech (“cave of the ticks”) is lo-
cated 4.1 km southeast of El Naranjal.
Kevin Hovey and I initially investigated
the cave in 1995. The apparent use of a
small and remote pool within the cave,
combined with the cave’s location relative
to nearby ancient wells and settlement,
made it an ideal candidate for more thor-
ough investigation. A survey of the cave
was completed in 1997, with the assistance
of caver Jane Prendergast, and a complete
surface collection was conducted with Kurt
R. Heidelberg in 1998. The map of Actun
Pech (figure 4.7.1) has been arbitrarily di-
vided into five operations (figures 4.7.3–
4.7.7) to allow a more detailed planimetric
view of the cave.

Description

The cave entrance is essentially a verti-
cal shaft, which measures 2 m in diameter
and is 6.7 m deep (see figures 4.7.1 and
4.7.2). At the bottom of this pit is a 6.5
m-long, downward-sloping antechamber.
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and lowest. The ceiling in this section has a pro-
nounced and aesthetically intriguing natural corbel
vault-like shape, which is more or less present through-
out the length of the tunnel. The floor of the passageway
is covered with small rocks, soil, and sherds. At a point
10 m into the tunnel, larger rocks were pushed aside—
no doubt in an effort to facilitate access through the
tunnel (see photo in figure 4.7.10). This practice is
evident, in varying degrees, along several portions of
the tunnel and is recorded on the cave map (figures
4.7.1 and 4.7.3–4.7.5).

At 17 m into the tunnel, exposed bedrock con-
stricts the flat cave floor through a narrow slot. After
this section, sherd frequency increases dramatically.
A large mound of debris was piled against the eastern
wall of the cave at the 25 m mark. Numerous sherds
were recovered from the surface of this mound, the
bulk of which appears to consist of small rock and
sherds (see photo in figure 4.7.11).

This section of the cave also contains an appre-
ciable deposit of surface soils. Observations over a
four-year period confirm that this portion of the cave
is frequently and significantly altered by natural ero-
sive forces. The periodic deposition, transportation,
and re-deposition of sediment are evidenced by soil
staining on the cave walls, as well as ripple marks
(caused by water currents) on the cave floor. More-
over, pieces of rotting wood, which were washed in
from the surface, were found up to 25 m into the tunnel.
One such log was 138 cm long and 12 cm in diameter.
Although the abundant ceramic material was most
likely deposited within the confines of the tunnel, it is
safe to assume that none of the sherds on the cave
floor can be regarded as in situ. To better understand
the movement of water through the cave, I placed a
small stone wrapped in marked flagging tape every

25 m along the tunnel floor during the 1996 field sea-
son. When examined in 1998, the 25 m marker did
not appear to have moved at all; however, the 50 m
marker had tumbled an additional 1.35 m into the tunnel.

The densest concentration of sherds was located
between 30–35 m (lot 7). Most of this material was

Figure 4.7.3. Actun Pech, Operation 1.

Figure 4.7.2. Profile of Actun Pech.

recovered from the surfaces of the two
debris mounds. Between 35–50 m, deep
soil covers the cave floor. Large clasts and
other debris are entirely absent. Surface
soil washed into Actun Pech appears to ac-
cumulate in this section, obscuring any
cultural material below. Between 50–55 m,
another artificial debris mound was created
along the eastern wall (see photo in figure
4.7.8). All the material collected within in
this section was located atop this mound.
It is important to note that these artificial
debris mounds act as islands, which are
protected from the periodic movement of
water and deposition of soil on the cave
floor.

A low mound of clayey and rocky soil


