










Western Office Preservation Newsletter,  March 2009  6 

lyzed by local volunteers, it appears that Casa Malpaís was a major ceremonial and trading center as well.   
Weaving tools point to a trade in cotton fiber (which could not be grown at this elevation) and the discov-
ery of carefully buried macaws and parrots -- honored as a family might a beloved pet --  indicates trade 
connections extending well south into modern day Mexico.    
  

What makes Casa Malpaís unusual is its location on top of 
a natural labyrinth of underground chambers created by 
volcanic fissures some 800,000 years ago.   In 1993, these 
fissures were partially explored and mistakenly identified 
catacombs, a characterization which made Casa Malpaís a 
major heritage tourism destination in east central Arizona.   
It was quickly determined, however, that the catacomb 
designation was in error; rather than man-made under-
ground chambers for entombing the dead, the natural un-
derground fissures had been used as basement spaces. 
Puebloan Architecture had been utilizing multiple storied 
rooms for at least 300 years prior to the construction of 
Casa Malpaís and it is no surprise that the subterranean 
fissure rooms were utilized so effectively.  Cool, dry, dark, 
and well ventilated, these types of spaces are a basic re-
quirement for a people who need to store a grain such 
as maize to survive the long winters of the Mogollon High-
lands.    

  
The media attention focused on Casa Malpaís drew hundreds of thousands of visitors and the tourism was 
a blessing for Springerville. Located in one of the poorest counties in the nation, the small town 
(population 2,000) is about 220 miles northeast of Phoenix, in the foothills of the White Mountains and on 
the banks of the Little Colorado River.  A full-fledged public archaeological research program ensued.  A 
museum was established; summer "digs" were open to the public; and the public had a rare opportunity to 
tour a fascinating exhibit of ancient Native American culture. 
 
Seven years later, however, the town of Springerville had run out of funding for excavations  and work at 
the site stopped.  To the credit of the town of Springerville, the local museum took the only ethical step 
that it could to keep heritage tourism alive while preserving and respecting an ancient native village.  De-
spite the lack of funding for excavations, the community remained 
committed to keeping the tour program going, ensuring the contin-
ued success of this heritage tourism effort.  
 
The tour program was redesigned so that public access to the site 
was maintained, but only in the form of guided visits, conducted by 
trained guides.  Heritage tourism declined, but the tours are still 
quite popular.   Visitors are led up the cliff-face into the village's 
great kiva and then to the top of the rubble mound so they can look 
into the rooms left open by excavation. From there, tourists ascend 
the amazing 800-year old, stone spiral staircase to the top of over-
looking the pueblo. 
 
Unfortunately, the lifespan of an open, excavated pueblo room, when 
the rooms nearby are still full of soil and archaeological deposits, is 
only about 10 years.   Tons of soil press inward on the pueblo walls 
and, as exposure to the elements weakens the ancient mortar, the 
walls will eventually collapse. Sadly, this is  exactly what  has 
started to  occur  at Casa Malpaís: year- by-year, walls that have 
been standing for 800 years have begun to collapse.   In cases such 
as this, it is not simply a wall that is at risk of being lost, the archaeo-
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archaeology and historic resources in 
the American Southwest and Mexican 
Northwest through active research, 
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preservation organizations nationwide.  
The Center for Desert Archaeology 
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vation easement programs across the 
Southwest.  http://www.cdarc.org/    

THE CASA MALPAIS URGENT CARE TEAM STABILIZING WALLS IN PLACE 
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logical deposits behind the wall are also disturbed.    
 
Together with the National Park Service, the Center for Desert Archaeology began working with the town of 
Springerville to try and save the remainder of the architecture of Casa Malpaís.   Experts in pueblo masonry 
were brought to the site and determined that seven out of nine open rooms were in danger of immediate 
collapse.  The remaining two rooms could be left on display if immediate steps were taken to stabilize the 
ancient mortar.  Native American advisors found the deteriorating condition of Casa Malpaís disconcerting 
and asked that the architecture be saved by any means possible.  Unfortunately, the only feasible solution 
to this type of problem was to refill the threatened rooms with clean sandy fill, a process archaeologists call 
"backfilling."    
 
The initial local reaction to this plan was quite negative.  Springer-
ville had spent a great deal of money funding the excavations and, 
if seven of the nine rooms were reburied, the local consensus was 
that the heritage tourism program would suffer greatly.  Ulti-
mately, after many meetings and negotiations, an acceptable 
compromise was reached, preserving ancient history on one hand 
and maintaining public access on the other: the majority of the 
fallen walls on the site, just one or two courses high, were re-
stacked and local volunteers were trained to perform mainte-
nance on the rest of the village architecture.     
 
A group of local volunteers was assembled as the Casa Malpaís 
Urgent Care Team and were given in-depth training on archaeo-
logical stabilization.  Detailed records and physical markers were 
used to indicate which of the walls had been restacked and which 
walls were unaltered, original examples of ancient pueblo people's 
architecture.  Backfilling the rooms was no easy task, however;  the fill material had to be delivered over 
hostile volcanic terrain that popped dump truck tires and then had to be shoveled into a 60-foot chute from 
the cliff face above in order to reach the site. 
 
This solution worked for two years before the walls of the two pueblo rooms that remained open also began 
to buckle.   A professional assessment concluded that no amount of mortar stabilization would keep the 
walls standing into the next decade.   At this point the National Trust for Historic Preservation stepped in to 
help save the remaining architecture of Casa Malpais, awarding $8,500 to the Center for Desert Archae-
ology from its Southwest Intervention Fund  to assist in backfilling the two pueblo rooms remaining open.   
Together, the Center for Desert Archaeology and the Town of Springerville are now constructing another 
soil delivery chute and, once it is in place, an additional thirty-six yards of clean fill will be shoveled down 
this chute to support the ancient walls. 
 
This time, the impacts to heritage tourism will be addressed through new signage at the site to explain what 
is under the fill, why the rooms needed to be backfilled, and why it is important to preserve the ancient his-
tory of the first Americans.  Many fascinating features of the site remain open to the public, including the 
great kiva and the stone spiral staircase.   These features, together with effective interpretive signage, will 
ensure that the village of Casa Malpais will remain preserved in place, continuing to serve as a heritage tour-
ism destination for generations to come. 
 
For details about visiting Casa Malpais, please see:  
http://www.cdarc.org/pages/what/exhibits/visit/casa_malpais.php 
 

 About the Author: Doug Gann is a preservation archaeologist at the Center for Desert Archaeology 
in Tucson Arizona, with over 24 years of experience in archaeology.  His masters and doctoral re-
search examined the architecture of ancient Hopi settlements in Northern Arizona.  Following the 
principal tool of preservation archaeology, his research now focuses more on preserving past places 
than excavating them, choosing instead to utilize three dimensional modeling technologies to ex-
plore, visualize, and share sets of existing archaeological data.   

DELIVERING CLEAN FILL TO THIS CLIFF-SIDE SITE IS QUITE A 
LOGISTICAL CHALLENGE  

N 

http://www.cdarc.org/pages/what/exhibits/visit/casa_malpais.php


Western Office Preservation Newsletter,  March 2009  8 

Santa Barbara 

Often referred to as "the American Riviera,” this notable destination enjoys an idyllic climate and a 
world-class reputation. The sun-drenched, coastal resort features white-washed buildings with red tile 
roofs in Santa Barbara's own architectural style – reflecting Spanish, Moorish, Portuguese and Ameri-
can Indian influences.  El Presidio State Historic Park, the last Spanish military outpost in California, 
Casa de la Guerra, and other historic adobes provide a glimpse into life during the Spanish and Mexi-
can periods of Santa Barbara's history.   

 
Just north of downtown is Mission 
Santa Barbara—the "Queen" of Cali-
fornia's 21 historic missions.   Santa 
Barbara’s early history provided the 
inspiration for a remarkable collection 
of 20th Century buildings, including 
the Santa Barbara County Court-
house (1929), a National Historic 
Landmark, the Lobero Theatre, and 
the Southern Pacific Railroad Depot.  
Thoughtful design guidelines use this 
unique architectural legacy as a 
touchstone. Many of the city's 70-
plus designated landmarks can be 
accessed on the self-guided Red Tile 
Walking Tour, which encompasses a 
12-block area of downtown. 
 
 Exploring Santa Barbara’s pedes-
trian-friendly downtown reveals cob-
bled arcades, bubbling fountains, and 

towering palms, along with local boutiques, specialty shops and artisan galleries.  The city has 
evolved into a dynamic food center where gifted chefs create fine cuisine using local ingredients and 
partner each meal with wines from the nearby Santa Maria, Santa Ynez, and Lompoc Valleys.  Eco-
sensitive visitors may select itineraries from a wide range of “car-free” options, including walking 
tours and scenic rides along Santa Barbara's miles of bike paths, and the local transit district operates 
North America's largest fleet of battery electric vehicles.  
 

Distinctive Western Destinations 

Each year since 2000 the National Trust for Historic Preservation has selected twelve uniquely 
American places to exemplify the spectrum of heritage tourism opportunities across the country.  
These Dozen Distinctive Destinations are honored for the authentic visitor experiences they offer, 
combining dynamic downtowns, cultural diversity, attractive architecture, cultural landscapes and a 
strong commitment to historic preservation and revitalization. Since the program’s inception, 120 
communities in 43 states have demonstrated how protecting local heritage through well-managed 
growth, a commitment to historic preservation, and support for locally-owned businesses combine to 
enrich community life and foster vibrant local economies.   
 
2009’s slate of outstanding destinations proves that respecting community character and investing 
in the future are compatible goals. Ranging from a New England waterfront town to one of Califor-
nia’s premier resort communities to South Dakota’s Southern Black Hills, this year’s dozen reflects 
how rich history, fun and meaningful activities for travelers, and quality of life combine to offer resi-
dents and visitors alike the opportunity to learn about, enjoy, and participate in unique heritage. Two 
destinations from our western region are featured:  Santa Barbara, CA, and Virginia City, NV.  

SANTA BARBARA, THE AMERICAN RIVIERA 
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 Santa Barbara offers iconic historic landmarks, cultural venues, culinary delights and first class accommoda-
tions, all surrounded by landscapes and beachscapes of legendary beauty.  A Mecca for outdoor pursuits, an 
active cultural calendar, including the Old Spanish Days Fiesta and the Santa Barbara International Film Fes-
tival, ensures that there’s always lots to do in Santa Barbara.   
 
Interested in visiting Santa Barbara? visit its Conference & Visitors Bureau.  

 
Virginia City 

Located only 23 miles southeast of Reno, Nevada, the historic mining town of Virginia City harkens back to 
an earlier time and a more hard-scrabble reality. Clinging to the steep slopes of Mt. Davidson and reached by 
twisting roads, the former boomtown offers visitors a privileged glimpse into American frontier life, evoking 
the exuberance and allure that fueled western expansion. Once called the "richest place on earth," the dis-
covery of the Comstock Lode coaxed Virginia City into life in 1859 and the town is still alive with the silver 
and gold rush lore that transformed diggers 
into millionaires. Today, the spirit of these char-
acters still lingers in the town's mines, man-
sions, and saloons.  
 
Virginia City’s nationally-significant historical 
legacy has been recognized since 1961, when 
Virginia City and the Comstock were among 
the earliest designated National Landmark His-
toric Districts in the country.  In 1969, the city 
and the State of Nevada were at the forefront 
of the preservation movement again, when the 
Comstock Historic District Commission was 
created to secure this vibrant heritage.  For 
forty years, the Commission has played a major 
role in safeguarding “Virginia’s” unique archi-
tectural legacy and the result is a visual cohe-
siveness rare in American communities.  
 
Virginia is home to the restored Virginia and Truckee Railroad, which runs a tourist steam train through min-
ing districts showcasing Nevada’s rich mining heritage.  Visitors can enjoy mansions, such as the Castle, the 
Mackay and the Savage, that are monuments to the opulence of life on the Comstock.   Board sidewalks line 
the streets and wooden false-front buildings house saloons and quaint specialty shops.  The historic Fourth 
Ward School (1876), recognized by a National Preservation Honor Award in 2004, is a model of determined 
zeal in preservation and former First Lady Laura Bush named Piper’s Opera House (1885) "An American 
Treasure and a national icon". Historic street lighting, horse drawn carriages, trolleys, mine tours and cos-
tumed docents all help bring a bygone era back to life.  
 
Interested in visiting Virginia City? visit its Convention & Tourism Authority. 

HISTORIC VIRGINIA CITY 

As important tourism destinations, both Virginia City and Santa Barbara remind us that distinctive destina-
tions don’t simply happen; rather they are created and nurtured by entire communities. Other vibrant and 
attractive destinations across the nation ought to note the uniqueness of these places, their carefully pre-
served historic fabric, and their vivid local community character.   Elected officials, city staff, the business 
community, and community organizations and activists all deserve a share of the credit for the critical roles 
they have played in ensuring that these destinations have remained distinct, vibrant, and ineluctably them-
selves.  Whether Virginia City or Santa Barbara, residents and visitors alike benefit from the opportunity to 
learn about, enjoy, and participate in a unique heritage. 

http://www.santabarbaraca.com/
http://www.virginiacity-nv.org/
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A New Officer in Town: Sheri Freemuth 
Many of you will remember Sheri Freemuth with fond admiration from her 
nine stalwart years as a NTHP Advisor from the fine state of Idaho. Sheri 
served as Chair of the Western Regional Advisors for two years. A Califor-
nia native, Sheri matriculated through Scripps College and San Diego 
State University and dove into a career as an urban planner with her now 
trademark intelligence, even-handedness, formidable organizational skills, 
and keen perceptiveness. Accredited by the American Institute of Certi-
fied Planners in 1996, Sheri worked as a Senior Environmental Planner for 
Science Applications International Corporation (SAIC) for most of her 
planning career.  Prior to that, Sheri was a planner for  the communities of 
Ada County, ID, and  City of San Diego, CA. Always in her soul a preserva-
tionist, Sheri has managed to find the energy and time to further our un-
derstanding of Idaho’s rich heritage. A Past President of Preservation 
Idaho (The Idaho Preservation Council), Sheri has served tirelessly as a 

volunteer to construct a viable statewide organization. Professionally, she initiated the Ada County His-
toric Preservation Council, managed the preparation of the first Historic Preservation Plan for Idaho State 
Parks Department under a Save America’s Treasures grant, directed a traveling education project for 
Preservation Idaho, known as the Idaho Time Machine, and directed the advocacy and rehabilitation of the 
Bown House in Boise, winner of a National Trust Honor Award.  Most recently, Sheri has performed an in-
tensive planning and assessment effort for us so that we better understand the contours of historic pres-
ervation’s landscape in the Pacific Northwest (ID, OR, WA).  
 
Please join us here in welcoming the Sheri to the fold—we know that you too will find her to be the won-
derful, engaging, helpful friend and colleague that we already know she is. Sheri can be reached at 
sheri_freemuth@nthp.org and 208.891.4121.  
 

SHERI FREEMUTH 

Mary Oberst and Barbara Sidway Honored as “Main Street Leaders” 
Oregon First Lady, and National Trust Oregon Advisor, Mary Oberst and  Oregon business leader,  and Na-
tional Trust Trustee,  Barbara Sidway were both recently recognized at the  National Main Streets Confer-
ence in Chicago for their stellar efforts in restoring Oregon’s statewide Main Street® program.  The West-
ern duo shared laurels as recipients of the 2009 National Main Street Leadership Awards. The awards 
were presented on Monday, March 2, 2009, during the Opening Plenary of the National Main Streets Con-
ference. Western Office Director Anthea Hartig was on-hand in Chicago to cheer on the ladies from Ore-
gon. Building upon the energy of the Portland (OR) National Preservation Conference in 2005, the Oregon 
Main Street Task Force worked with Oregon Governor Kulongoski to restore funding to Oregon’s state-
wide Main Street coordinating program, inactive since 1998.  Oregon Main Street was revived and the pro-
gram hired its first staff member in 2008 and is already making a positive difference in almost 50 commu-
nities across Oregon.  
 
For more than 25 years the Main Street Center has been empowering communities across the U.S. to en-
gage local stakeholders to lead historic preservation-based commercial district revitalization efforts. Often 
working as volunteer-driven nonprofit entities that activate the public and private sectors, local Main 
Street programs rely on the strong support of Main Street champions -- elected officials who are dedi-
cated to coordinating state government resources and enacting policies that are “Main Street-friendly.”  

 
 For more information, please visit: http://www.bakercityherald.com/Local-News/Sidway-Oberst-honored  
 

N 
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