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The critical levels that may show an association between humans and
extinct fauna occur in Levels VI, VII, and VIII of El Toro, which may have
disturbed stratigraphy. Levels VI and VII have Preclassic ceramics, stone
tools, and the remains of extinct horse (the only extinct species associated
with human materials). A few pieces of charcoal at the juncture of levels
VII and VIII yielded a radiocarbon date of 1840 B.C.%° Level VIII is the
only level without ceramics, but with stone tools and horse remains. The
lower levels are rich in faunal remains, but have no human artifacts. Horse
remains were the most common species in the cave and were found as high
as level IT in El Toro. The stone artifacts from level VIII consist of 21 crude
flaked tools and two core fragments. The tools, all of local and imported
chert, include used and retouched flakes, scrapers, gravers, knife-gravers,
denticulated tools, and one point.?®

While seeming to present a plausible association between human arti-
facts and extinct Pleistocene fauna, several researchers have commented
that the above association may be problematic in several respects. Peter
Schmidt (1988) has outlined three of the major problems, and has expanded
upon them in personal conversations with the authors, who also visited the
excavations on several occasions: (1) there are no clear breaks between the
levels in question, and there is a high probability of disturbance, and even
of mixing; the presence of extinct horse bones into the upper ceramic-bear-
ing layers is particularly disturbing; (2) the single radiocarbon date is late
for preceramic materials, and may also be the result of mixing; and (3) the
only animal associated with the preceramic artifacts is the extinct horse,
suggesting that this animal survived into the Late Archaic or even Early
Preclassic. To conclude, it is quite possible that Loltun may show evidence
of Late Archaic human activities, but the current evidence does not endorse
a Paleo-American presence, as proposed in several recent texts and surveys
of the Mesoamerican Paleo-American and Archaic periods. Verification
and clarification of the situation at Loltun will require further excavations
and more radiometric dates.

An issue that has not been resolved is the possible association of Archaic
populations with Pleistocene fauna. Several hints raise the possibility that
the extinct horse may have survived into Holocene times. The most sugges-
tive evidence of this is the association of extinct horse with preceramic lith-
ics and ceramics at Loltun. However, this may be due to mixing. In the three
caves (Sayab, Lara, and Chektaleh) where he found horse remains, Mercer
assumed that because of their stratigraphic association with pottery, and
the lack of fossilization, they were the remains of modern horse. On the
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other hand, E. D. Cope, a paleontologist who commented on the remains,
raised the possibility that they might belong to an extinct species, Equus oc-
cidentalis (Mercer 1896:172n). Hatt’s horse remains were from Actun Lara,
one of the caves where Mercer had also uncovered horse remains. These
were partially fossilized, and have been identified as extinct horse—either
E. conversidens or E. tau, which may be the same species. These were also
associated with pottery, and two foot bones were associated with the bones
of modern cattle (Hatt et al. 1953: 71-72; see also Ray 1957). Once again, this
may have been a disturbed deposit. Contrary to widely held views, at least
two species of large mammals thought to have become extinct at the end of
the Pleistocene survived into the Holocene in the Old World (Stuart et al.
2004). Since the horse also survived into post-Pleistocene times in the Old
World, the possibility of its survival into Archaic times in the American
tropics may also need to be considered.

Since the work at Loltun there have been several reports of Paleo- Amer-
ican sites in underwater caves in Quintana Roo during the last 30 years.
The first comes from a cenote cave near Tulum, on the central coast, origi-
nally known as “Carwash” and today as Aktun Ha. In the late 1980s divers
recovered charcoal from the lower reaches of this cave, at a depth of 27 m.
The charcoal, reportedly recovered from a “firepit” on the floor of the cave,
yielded a radiocarbon date of 8250 B.P?” According to the authors, at the
end of the Pleistocene the Caribbean Sea level would have been around 28
m lower than today, and thus, the cave floor might have been just above
the water level. However, there are no reported artifacts associated with
the charcoal or the “firepit” Thus, the evidence for a human presence is
inconclusive, as the charcoal could have been produced by a natural fire.

In 2000 a team of INAH archaeologists led by Arturo Gonzalez began
a survey of underwater caves near the central Quintana Roo coast. This
region, located between Chunyaxche (Muyil), Tulum, and Playa del Car-
men, has hundreds of caves and cenotes, which have been explored by cave
divers since the 1980s; the extensive underwater systems include one of
the longest subterranean river caves in the world.?® Many of these cave
systems were dry and above sea level in the late Pleistocene and early Holo-
cene, having been submerged by a eustatic sea level rise that began around
11,000 B.C., and reached current levels around 5600 B.C. (Gonzalez, Rojas,
Terrazas, Benavente, Stinnesbeck, Aviles, de los Rios, and Acevez 2008;
Gonzilez, Rojas, Acevez, Avilés, Ramirez, Lara, Erreguerena, Morlet,
Stinnesbeck, Terrazas, and Benavente 2008). The INAH team has located
11 sites with the remains of late Pleistocene fauna, and seven of these sites



