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A distinctive ceramic surface 
treatment at two sites in 
northern Guam: Evidence 
of ceramic exchange and 
redistribution
David DeFant and Boyd Dixon

Introduction
Analysis of prehistoric pottery sherds recovered from Sites 66-08-2734 and T-WAW-007 at Northwest 
Field in Andersen Air Force Base, Guam (Figure 6.1), suggests association with the Latte Period 
(800 CE to 1521 CE). The identification of a distinctive surface treatment on some of the sherds 
recovered from these two sites, analysed by Darlene Moore, indicates potential evidence of a ceramic 
exchange or distribution network exclusive to the northern plateau of Guam. These two distinct 
finishing techniques found at two spatially discrete inland locations may indicate membership 
in certain clans or CHamoru potter communities and their respective coastal villages.

Site No. 66-08-2734
Site No. 66-08-2734 is a large Latte Period sherd scatter located just beyond the north end of the 
World War II runway of Northwest Field (Figures 6.2 and 6.3) and recorded by SEARCH (DeFant 
et al. 2014). The site is in limestone forest and measures 3127.7 square metres (0.77 acres). Ground 
surface visibility ranged from 10 per cent to 75 per cent. No mechanical or other disturbances except 
game trails were evident.
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Figure 6.1. Regional map of Guam with Site Nos. 66-08-2734 and T-WAW-007 on Anderson 
Air Force Base.
Source: DeFant et al. (2014:2), Figure 1.1.
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Figure 6.2. Sites recorded during the 
Northwest Field survey showing Site No. 66-
08-2734 on a USGS topographic map.
Source: DeFant et al. (2014:75), Figure 4.21.

Figure 6.3. Sites and isolated occurrences 
recorded in the Northwest Field survey 
showing Site No. 66-08-2734 on an 
aerial photo.
Source: DeFant et al. (2014:74), Figure 4.20.

Due to the large size of the site and dense vegetation, not all artefacts were flagged. Of those flagged, 
a 20 per cent sample of artefacts was point plotted using the Trimble GPS instrument. Representative 
diagnostic artefacts were collected from the surface, and all artefacts recovered from shovel tests were 
collected. Nineteen Shovel Test Pits (STPs) were excavated across the site (Figure 6.4), with six 
excavations (STPs 10, 13, 15, 16, 17, 19) yielding one sherd each from between 5 and 20 cm below 
surface (cmbs). STP depths ranged from 30 to 60 cmbs and exhibited primarily dark reddish-brown 
(2.5 YR3/4) dense clay intermixed with limestone cobbles before encountering limestone bedrock.

In addition to the three prehistoric body sherds and three thickened Type B rim sherds recovered 
from the STPs, one prehistoric body sherd and one thickened Type B rim sherd were recovered from 
the ground surface of Site No. 66-08-2734. Three of the sherds analysed exhibit punctate surfaces 
(one rim and one body sherd) and one body sherd exhibits shallow impressions on its surface. 
An attribute analysis of these sherds suggests that they are consistent with a Latte Period association, 
and the punctate and shallow impression surface treatments appear indicative of a decorative pattern 
known mostly to sites in northern Guam.

Site No. 66-08-2734 appears to represent Latte Period temporary or reoccurring utilisation/
habitation associated with a specific activity such as agriculture and native forest collection. This 
pattern of utilisation is suggested by the diffuse nature of the sherd scatter and the limited range of 
functional artefactual types noted in association with this site.
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Figure 6.4. Plan map of Site No. 66-08-2734 showing excavations and surface artefacts.
Source: DeFant et al. (2014:94), Figure 4.42.
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Ceramics
In this collection, the nine corded rim sherds are 
thickened, Type B, ranging in thickness from 11 to 
19 mm. Four have a plain finish, four have a rough 
surface and one has a punctuate finish (Figures 6.5 and 
6.6). The 10–12 mm and the 16–18 mm rim thickness 
intervals each have three cases. The thicknesses and 
the incurving rim orientations are characteristics that 
indicate the pottery dates to the Latte Period.

During the Latte Period, the range of Type B rim 
thicknesses increased on Guam due to the addition of 
vessels with exceedingly thick rims, measuring in excess 
of 30 mm (Moore 2002). While it is uncertain when 
these thick–rimmed vessels were first added to the ceramic 
assemblage, they are present by the mid-1400s at both 
inland and coastal sites (Moore 2012, 127). Their absence 
in this collection could indicate that it dates to the earlier 
part of the Latte Period, prior to 1400 CE. Alternatively, 
pots with very thick rims were not used and discarded at 
these interior sites, or the small sample size collected from 
each site does not accurately represent the entire range of 
pottery types present.

Only one of the nine rims was large enough to provide 
an estimate of the original diameter of the pot’s orifice. 
The 15 mm thick rim from the surface of Site No. 66-08-
2735, with a rough surface finish, provided an estimated 
orifice diameter of 40 cm (see Figure 6.5). Pots with 
diameters of 40 cm are well within the range of orifice 
diameters listed for Latte Period pots (Reinman 1977).

Thirty-seven of the 47 analysed sherds have plain exterior 
surfaces. The plain category is present throughout 
Guam’s pottery sequence (Spoehr 1957). The other 
textured categories (including rough, punctate and 
shallow impressions) are associated with the Latte 
Period. Three sherds with unusual exterior surface 
treatments were recovered from Site 6. Two of these 
(a body and a rim) exhibit random punctates on the 
exterior surface (see Figures 6.5 and 6.6), and the other 
(body) has shallow circular depressions on its surface.

Figure 6.5. Rim sherd from Site No. 
66-08-2734 with random punctate on 
its surface.
Note: The scale is in centimetre intervals.
Source: DeFant et al. (2014:109), Figure 5.2.

Figure 6.6. Body sherds from Site No. 
66-08-2734 with a punctate finish 
on the top and shallow impressions on 
the bottom.
Note: The scale is in centimetre intervals.
Source: DeFant et al. (2014:110), Figure 5.3.
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Site No. T-WAW-007
Site No. T-WAW-007 is a Latte Period artefact scatter within the Munitions Storage Area on the 
south side of the Northwest Field runway (Dixon et al. 2015) that is located approximately 2.8 km 
south of Site No. 66-08-2734 (see Figure 6.1). Based on the location, Site No. T-WAW-007 may 
form a portion of a site briefly described as Site PN-11 (Yee at al. 2004) or Fafalog. Surface artefacts 
include over 100 ceramic sherds (most within 13 small clusters), 23 stone tools, eight lusong or 
bedrock mortars and one shell tool. A coconut grove was found in the south-east portion of the site, 
indicating its former use as a historic ranch or låncho.

Figure 6.7. Location of Site No. T-WAW-007 on a USGS topographic map.
Source: Dixon et al. (2015), GHPI Form, Map 1.
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The site covers an area of 134,585 m² and is oriented on an east-to-west axis within a broad basin of 
the northern plateau (Figure 6.7). It is located approximately 500 m north of Site No. T-WAW-006, 
which is also a large Latte Period artefact scatter with a wider diversity of artefact types. Vegetation 
includes niyok (Cocos nucifera), paipai (Meiogyne cylindrocarpa), Vitex parviflora, galak (Asplenium 
nidus), pugua machena (Davallia solida), pupotpot (Peperomia mariannensis), lumot (Bryophyta sp.), 
kafo (Pandanus sp.), joga (Elaeocarpus joga), ahgao (Premna obtusifolia), pahñao (Guettarda speciosa) 
and fago’(Ochrosia oppositifolia), interspersed with areas of exposed soil eroded by the elements and 
animal disturbance. Little evidence of mechanical clearing is evident except for a jeep trail through 
the main body of the site.

Figure 6.8. Mapped excavations and surface features at Site No. T-WAW-007.
Source: Dixon et al. (2015), GHPI Form, Map 2.
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Eleven STPs were excavated in cardinal directions from the eastern lusong and at the western limit 
of the site to determine its subsurface boundary (Figure 6.8). Two of the STPs were positive for 
cultural materials. STP E1 had four ceramic sherds and STP E2 had one ceramic sherd. No STP 
exceeded a depth of 55 cm (21.7 in) below surface due to dense limestone bedrock beneath dark 
reddish-brown (2.5 YR3/4) clay loam. Although the site has been affected by erosion and animal 
disturbance, it remains in good condition because military construction has avoided it.

Surface collection and excavation of pre-Contact 
artefacts at Site No. T-WAW-007 resulted in the 
recovery of seven small artefacts including a shell 
adze, a volcanic stone adze fragment, a volcanic 
stone chisel fragment, a pumice sharpener, 
two ceramic rim sherds and a ceramic body 
sherd. Three ceramic sherds were not collected 
from the STPs because they were small, non-
diagnostic sherds (fingernail size and no surface 
treatment or rim form). The most notable larger 
surface artefacts left in situ are eight lusong made 
of volcanic stone. Five of these lusong are found 
on the eastern portion of the site and three to 
the west with concentrations of pottery sherds 
and volcanic stone tools found in the centre, 
especially to the north.

Figure 6.9. Body sherd at Site No. T-WAW-007 
STP E2 with a punctate finish.
Source: Dixon et al. (2015), GHPI Form, Figure 17.

Both Type B Latte Period rim sherds were jar forms (one with an inverted rim profile and one with 
a vertical rim profile), rim thickness varying from 18 to 22 mm, body sherd wall thickness of 8 mm 
and an estimated vessel mouth rim diameter of 19 to 21 cm. One rim sherd was trailed. Ceramic 
tempering agents included volcanic sand with quartz or mixed sand, and the body sherd exhibited 
random punctates on the exterior surface (Figure 6.9).

Discussion
Sherds with similar surface treatments have been described from other sites. While they occur 
infrequently, they seem to occur mostly at sites on northern Guam. For example, two sherds (one 
punctate and one shallow impressed) were recovered from Site No. 66-7-1614 in the Tarague 
embayment (Liston 1996:105, 175), one sherd with a punctate finish was recovered from the Lancho 
Vista Subdivision in Yigo (Moore et al. 1995), two sherds with shallow circular impressions were 
described from the Huchunao area (now Mangilao Golf Course) on Guam’s north-east coast (Moore 
et al. 1988:25), two punctate sherds were recovered from Guam Raceway Park in Yigo (Moore et al. 
2002:56) and a punctate sherd was recovered from Site No. 66-8-1672 on Guam’s north-west coast, 
near Ague Cove (Hunter-Anderson et al. 2001:142).

The punctate and shallow impressed sherds in this collection are too small to provide information 
about the size or shape of the original vessels. However, these two finishing techniques, along with 
several other textured finishes described for Guam’s pottery (combed, rough, wiped/brushed), 
may be functional. Rice (1987) suggests that pots with roughened surfaces often serve utilitarian 
purposes. Possibly the seven textured sherds (four rough, two punctate and one shallow impressed) 
at Site No. 66-08-2734 and one at Site No. T-WAW-007 represent cooking pots or pots created to 
fulfil some other utilitarian function. Rice states:
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Sometimes a formed vessel may be roughened, textured, or patterned, a common method of 
finishing vessels with utilitarian roles in cooking and transport … in which case the surface 
treatment may be as much functional as decorative. Rough surfaces provide a better grip, 
for example, for carrying a heavy, wet vessel and may also improve heat transfer in cooking. 
(Rice 1987:138)

The apparent restricted distribution of the two finishing treatments (punctation and shallow 
impressions) to sites located above the coastlines and in elevated portions of the northern Guam 
plateau above these coastal sites is provocative. Their rare but fairly wide distribution suggests that 
CHamoru people in the villages situated on the northern half of Guam interacted with each other 
and sometimes shared pottery or pottery making ideas. This phenomenon may also be explained in 
terms of Practice Theory (Dixon et al. 2020), which suggests that:

communities of ceramic practice … reflect an underlying tendency of household potters to 
conform to the existing practices of the neighboring potters with whom they interacted most 
regularly, or whose pots they saw or used routinely. (Worth 2017:146)

Conclusion
At this point it remains unknown whether the pots with these particular finishes at two sites on the 
northern plateau were made by CHamoru potters in one, or more, of the coastal or inland villages. 
However, it seemed clear to Darlene Moore that a few pots made and used in northern Guam 
received different finishing treatments than those made in central and southern Guam. These two 
distinct finishing techniques may have indicated membership in certain clans or residential groups 
in differing but nearby villages.

These two sites are positioned on the plateau almost equidistantly between the coastal sites of Ritidian 
(Site Nos 66-08-0012 and 66-08-0013) and Jinapsan (Site No. 66-08-0014). The residents of these 
two coastal sites did not always enjoy amiable relations after Spanish contact (Dixon et al. 2021). 
However, it seems plausible that those residing at the two plateau sites in this study were members 
of a larger regional community of CHamoru potters, fishers and farmers that may have exchanged 
both ceramic technology and vessels on an almost daily basis during Latte Period times.

Such contact might be directly across the plateau from inland sites such as Mågua’ as needs arose. 
Alternatively, perhaps potters in their respective coastal communities such as Ritidian and Jinapsan 
gathered together for periodic social events or exchanged pottery and other objects with their 
neighbouring clans, replenishing salt and other maritime commodities for use in their farming and 
forest collection sites such as Sites Nos 66-08-2734 and T-WAW-007.
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