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Why Save Archaeological Sites? 
The ancient people of North America 
left virtually no written records of their 
cultures. Clues that might someday 
solve the mysteries of prehistoric 
America are still missing, and when 
a ruin is destroyed by looters, or 
leveled for a shopping center, precious 
information is lost. By permanently 
preserving endangered ruins, we 
make sure they will be here for future 
generations to study and enjoy. 

How We Raise Funds: 
Funds for the Conservancy come 
from membership dues, individual 
contributions, corporations, and 
foundations. Gifts and bequests of 
money, land, and securities are fully 
tax deductible under section 501(c)(3) 
of the Internal Revenue Code. 
Planned giving provides donors  
with substantial tax deductions and a 
variety of beneficiary possibilities.  
For more information, call Mark Michel 
at (505) 266-1540. 

The Role of the Magazine: 
American Archaeology is the 
only popular magazine devoted 
to presenting the rich diversity of 
archaeology in the Americas. The 
purpose of the magazine is to help 
readers appreciate and understand the 
archaeological wonders available to 
them, and to raise their awareness of 
the destruction of our cultural heritage. 
By sharing new discoveries, research, 
and activities in an enjoyable and 
informative way, we hope we can 
make learning about ancient America 
as exciting as it is essential.

How to Say Hello: By mail: 
The Archaeological Conservancy, 
1717 Girard Boulevard NE, 
Albuquerque, NM 87106; 
by phone: (505) 266-1540; 
by e-mail: mbawaya@
americanarchaeology.com; 
or visit our Web site: 
www.americanarchaeology.org  
You can also follow us on Facebook.

he Archaeological Conservancy is the 
only national nonprofit organization 
that identifies, acquires, and preserves 
the most significant archaeological 
sites in the United States. Since its 
beginning in 1980, the Conservancy 
has preserved more than 505 sites 

across the nation, ranging in age from the 
earliest habitation sites in North America to 
a 19th-century frontier army post. We are 
building a national system of archaeological 
preserves to ensure the survival of our 
irreplaceable cultural heritage.
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Mark Michel, President

Lay of  
the Land

the Success of the National historic Preservation act

Fifty years ago, the Johnson 
Administration and the Congress 
enacted the National Historic 

Preservation Act of 1966 (NHPA), which 
committed the Federal government to 
work to preserve the nation’s archaeo-
logical sites and historic structures and 
sites (see “The Act That Changed Archae-
ology,” page 38). No longer could tax 
dollars be used to destroy the nation’s 
heritage without a thorough study of 
alternatives. State Historic Preservation 
Offices were created in all 50 states to 
enforce the new law and to work to find 
alternatives to destruction. A National 
Register of Historic Places was created 
to list the nation’s most important cul-
tural resources and encourage, but not 
necessarily require, their preservation.

Over the past 50 years the NHPA 
has caused thousands of archaeologi-
cal sites throughout the nation to be 
preserved, or at least studied. In the 
process, it changed the practice of 
archaeology in our country. Hundreds 
of archaeologists have been employed 
to survey areas affected by construction 
projects in which the federal govern-
ment is involved—highways, schools, 
military facilities, etc.—to see if impor-
tant archaeological resources would 
be affected. The NHPA requires a plan 
to mitigate these resources if they are 
in the path of federally funded develop-
ment. This may mean moving a highway 
a few yards, or it may mean excavating 
a site to recover the information within. 
As many as 90 percent of archaeological 

projects in the United States are now 
related to the NHPA.

Of course, when archaeologists 
impact large construction projects, 
some people object. “Why let these old 
things get in the way of progress?” they 
ask. Yet few doubt that the National 
Historic Preservation Act has proven its 
worth. Americans have a better sense of 
their heritage than ever before. We can 
all do more to preserve our collective 
past, and we should all work to extend 
and expand the legacy of this very suc-
cessful legislation.
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Letters

Editor’s Corner
Illustrating A Double Standard

Two articles in the Spring 2016 of Amer-
ican Archaeology clearly illustrate the 
hypocrisy concerning stewardship 
of Native American archaeological 
resources. The News article “Scientists 
Lose Right to Study Ancient Human 
Remains” is a testimony to the ability of 
Native American groups and their sup-
porters, under the aegis of NAGPRA, 
to thwart important scientific infor-
mation by claiming a direct, linear 
relationship, however dubious, with 
cultural groups that are separated 
from them by thousands of years. This tragic loss further erodes the poten-
tial for non-Native Americans to develop a deeper respect for, and interest in, 
Native American culture. This act, which has resulted in public institutions 
repatriating numerous Native American artifacts through NAGPRA claims, 
further deprives future generations—native and non-native—of the ability 
to be awed and inspired by Native American art, history, and culture.

The second article, the feature “Artifacts for Sale,” was equally disturb-
ing and illustrates the double standard when it comes to protecting and 
respecting Native American human and cultural remains. I find it remarkable 
that the looting by Native Alaskans of their own cemeteries and ancient 
villages in search of objects that they might sell is tolerated. The demand for 
reburial of the California skeletons without scientific study is totally incom-
prehensible given that, at the same time, native graves are looted in Alaska.   
I strongly suspect that if the outrageous looting in Western Alaska was being 
done by non-Native Americans that there would be significant and punitive 
action taken.

NAGPRA is a well-intended but poorly crafted piece of legislation. As 
it empties public institutions of the objects that would fascinate, educate, 
and engender interest and respect for Native American culture it also fails 
to protect sites, such as those in Alaska, from human rapaciousness. It has 
served to impoverish rather than protect.

Douglas Dawson
Chicago, Illinois

American Archaeology welcomes your letters.
Write to us at 1717 Girard Blvd. NE, Albuquerque, NM 87106,  
or send us e-mail at tacmag@nm.net. We reserve the right to edit and  
publish letters in the magazine’s Letters department as space permits.  
Please include your name, address, and telephone number with all  
correspondence, including e-mail messages.

Whatever one’s opinion of the causes 
and effects of modern climate change, 
there’s no denying that, in the past, 
Mother Nature has indeed changed her 
ways. Science tells us that the Pleisto-
cene eventually gave way to the Holo-
cene some 10,000 years ago, ending the 
ice age. It also tells us that there have 
been times when years of abundant 
rain were followed by years of drought. 
People dealt with these mysterious 
changes however they could.

Our feature “A Time Of Despera-
tion” (see page 12) is an example of 
ancient climate change, and the poi-
gnant attempts to resolve the devastat-
ing threat it posed. Evidence found in 
caves in the Maya region indicates that 
there was a series of droughts from the 
seventh through the 10th centuries a.d. 
The latest of those droughts could have 
been a factor in the Maya collapse.

The Maya implored their gods to 
end the drought by placing offerings of 
pottery and food in the caves, which 
were thought to be special places. 
They believed their rain god, Chac, 
resided in caves, and that the mist that 
emerged from the entrances of caves 
would rise into the sky and transform 
into rain drops. But the gods were 
unappeased by these offerings and the 
drought continued.

As their desperation increased, the 
Maya were compelled to “up the ante,” 
as one archaeologist says. Believing 
that people were made of maize, they 
resorted to offering another type of 
food to the gods: themselves.

As we know, the collapse was not 
the end of the Maya. They persist to 
this day. But their magnificent culture 
does not.
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MuseuM exhibits • tours • Festivals • Meetings • education • conFerences

Events

v NEW EXHIBITS
Smithsonian’s National Museum  
of the American Indian 

Gustav Heye Center, New York, N.Y.—The vibrant new exhibit 
“Unbound: Narrative Art of the Plains” reflects the dynamic tradition 
of narrative art among Great Plains nations. Plains narrative art, 
such as painted deerskin war shirts and buffalo robes, took shape 
through various media beginning in the 18th century. As trade 
broadened during the following century, artists created elaborate 
battle scenes on large canvas tipi liners as well as muslin cloth and 
hides. The exhibition traces the evolution of the art form from historic 
hides, muslins, and ledger books, to more than 50 contemporary 
works commissioned by the museum, illustrating everything from 
war deeds and ceremonial events to notions of modernity and 
identity. (212) 514-3700, www.si.edu/exhibitions  
(Through December 4, 2016)

Tularosa Basin Museum of History
Alamogordo, N.M.—The new museum now houses several exhibits 
providing valuable perspectives on the archaeological evidence of 
ancient human occupation in the Tularosa Basin. Among the items 
on display are two extremely rare examples of Three Rivers bowls, 
projectile points, prehistoric beads, and other artifacts from White 
Sands National Monument, as well as Apache basketry, tools, 
and historic photographs and information. Prehistoric pottery from 
Casas Grandes in northern Mexico is now on display, giving a good 
overview of one of several sources of ceramic trade goods and 

cultural exchange identified at many ancient pueblos and pithouse 
villages in the basin. The museum’s research library is also open to 
the public. (575) 434-4438, www.alamogordohistory.com  
(New expanded exhibits)

Iroquois Indian Museum

Howes Cave, N.Y.—The special exhibition “35 Years of Iroquois Art: 
A Retrospective” features highlights from more than three decades of 
museum exhibits presenting traditional and contemporary Iroquois 
art. In a building inspired by the image of an Iroquois longhouse,  
the museum is the ideal introduction to the Iroquois people today 
and in the past. The museum’s exhibits, festivals, interactive 
Children’s Museum, and 45-acre nature park celebrate the diversity, 
rich history, archaeology, and artistic expression of the Iroquois.  
A celebration of the museum’s 35th anniversary that will include 
Iroquois Social dancers, special children’s activities, a silent auction, 
barbeques, traditional stories, lantern lighting, and other activities 
will be held July 9. (518) 296-8949, www.iroquoismuseum.org 
(Through September 30)

Royal Ontario Museum
Ontario, Canada—The new interactive display “The Franklin 
Exploration” highlights images from inside the shipwreck of the HMS 
Erebus, on display for the first time. (See “Investigating A Maritime 
Mystery,” American Archaeology, Fall 2015.) The expedition was 
an Arctic venture that began in 1845 when British explorer Sir John 
Franklin set out with a crew of 134 men in the HMS Erebus and 
HMS Terror in pursuit of new scientific knowledge and with hopes 
of finding the Northwest Passage. But three years later, Franklin, 
his crew, and the two ships still failed to return home, prompting 
countless search efforts and capturing international attention. Since 
the historic discovery of the Erebus in 2014 by Parks Canada and 
its partners, their laboratories have been examining the wreck. 
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Excavations of the wreckage, combined 
with the ongoing hunt for the HMS Terror, 
promise to expand our knowledge of 
Canada’s North, the ocean, and Franklin 
and his crew’s fate. This fascinating new 
exhibit puts the mysteries of Franklin’s 
tragic voyage into a historical context of 
science and exploration, looking at reasons 
behind the expedition and clues from early 
search efforts. The narrative includes Inuit 
knowledge and allows visitors to create 
links with contemporary research in the 
Arctic. (416) 586-8000, www.rom.on.ca 
(New long-term exhibit)

Anasazi Heritage Center

Dolores, Colo.—The visually stunning new 
exhibit “Weaving Stories: Basketry in the 
Southwest” explores the history of basket-
making technology from thousands of 
years ago up to the present. The exhibition 
includes a 7,000-year-old basket excavated 
from Delta County, Colorado, as well as 
many other examples from the center’s 
collections. There are also baskets on 
loan from the Ute Mountain Ute Tribe, Twin 
Rocks Trading Post in Bluff, Utah, and Mesa 

Verde National Park. This exhibit provides 
visitors with an intimate glimpse into the 
long history of basketry in the Four Corners 
region, basket-making technology, and the 
stories baskets tell. (970) 882-5600,  
www.blm.gov/co/st/en/fo/ahc.html, 
(Through February 2017)

Los Angeles County  
Museum of Art

Los Angeles, Calif.—Drawing on 
collaborative research between the 
museum’s Conservation Center and the 
Art of the Ancient Americas Program, 
the exhibition “Revealing Creation: 
The Science and Art of Ancient Maya 
Ceramics” integrates new insight gained 
from technical analysis of ancient Maya 
ceramic vessels with knowledge from Maya 
culture. The new imaging produced by the 
collaborative research reveals details of 
vessel composition, pigment chemistry, 
and modern modifications, highlighting 
how artisans worked to emulate acts of 
primordial creation through their labor of 
shaping, painting, and firing clay. Select 
images are juxtaposed with objects in the 
gallery, inviting visitors to view inside the 
vessels as a way of coming closer to the 
hands—and worlds—of these remarkable 
artists. (323) 857-6000, www.lacma.org/
art/exhibition (Ongoing exhibit)

v CONFERENCES, 
    LECTURES & FESTIVALS

Santa Fe Trail Travelers And 
Descendants Conference 
June 15-18, Las Vegas, N.M. The Las 
Vegas Citizens Committee for Historic Pres-
ervation hosts the conference, emphasizing 
the lives and stories of individual Santa Fe 
Trail travelers, with special presentations by 
descendants. (505) 425-8803, lvhistoric@
gmail.com, www.lvcchp.org

Arizona Historic  
Preservation Conference
June 8-10, Crowne Plaza Phoenix Airport 
Hotel, Phoenix, Ariz. “Preservation Next,” is 
the theme of this year’s conference, which 
seeks to bring together preservationists 
from around Arizona to exchange ideas and 
success stories, share perspectives and 
solutions, and foster cooperation. (602) 
598-6277, www.azpreservation.com.

Tularosa Basin Conference
June 17-19, Tularosa Community Center, 
Tularosa, N.M. Sponsored by the Jornada 
Research Institute and the Tularosa Basin 
Historical Society, this year’s conference 
includes presentations regarding research 
in Tularosa Basin archaeology. There will 
also be a tour to Creekside Village, which is 
being excavated. Contact David Greenwald 
at dgreenwald@tularosa.net

Eiteljorg Museum’s Indian 
Market & Festival
June 25-26, Eiteljorg Museum, Indianapo-
lis, Ind. This celebration of Native American 
culture features art, music, dance, demon-
strations, and traditional foods. The native 
performers and artists represent more than 
60 tribes from throughout the Midwest. 
(317) 636-9378, www.eiteljorg.org 

Pecos Conference 
August 5-7, Alpine, Ariz. Professional 
and avocational archaeologists, students, 
historians, and tribal members report on 
research from across the greater American 
Southwest. Papers and posters are 
presented in large tents set up in the cool 
pines of the Apache-Sitgreaves National 
Forests. There will also be discussions 
about the problems and challenges faced by 
archaeologists working in the Southwest, as 
well as social events and field trips to local 
sites. www.pecosconference.com

Pueblo Independence  
Day Celebration
August 14, Jemez Historic Site, Jemez 
Springs, N.M. On August 10, 1680, the 
Pueblo peoples of New Mexico, aided by 
Apache and Navajo allies, successfully rose 
up in rebellion against Spanish occupation, 
reclaiming sovereign rule for the next 12 
years. In commemoration, a 13-mile 
pilgrimage run from Walatowa Plaza in 
Jemez Pueblo to Giusewa Pueblo kiva 
at Jemez Historic Site begins at 7 a.m. 
Runners will be greeted at the historic site at 
10 a.m., followed by guest speakers, Jemez 
traditional dances, native flute music, and 
traditional food. (575) 829-3530,  
www.nmhistoricsites.org 
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News
In the

A rchaeologists with the Arkansas Archeological Survey 
believe they have found the remains of a Christian 
cross erected in 1541 at the Indian village of Casqui 

by the Spanish entrada of Hernando de Soto. The archae-
ologists found the remains this April in the largest mound at 
Parkin Archeological State Park in northeastern Arkansas, the 
presumed site of Casqui. 

According to historical accounts, de Soto and his large 
force landed in Florida in 1539 and fought their way across 
the Southeastern United States seeking gold and other riches. 
In late June 1541, they crossed the Mississippi River into 
what is now Arkansas. The first major village they encoun-
tered was Casqui, which was also the name of its chief. 
According to the Spanish chronicles, Casqui was suffering 
from an extended drought and the chief asked for help from 
the European gods. A dozen or so Catholic priests were part 
of the expedition, and the company’s carpenter, an Italian, 
was dispatched in search of the “tallest, straightest tree” from 
which to build a massive cross. On July 4th, 1541, 100 men 
raised the cross on top of the largest mound, where Chief 
Casqui made his home. As many as 2,000 Indians witnessed 
the event and the Catholic mass that followed.

The cross was forgotten until the 1960s, when archae-
ologists from the University of Arkansas were cleaning up 
some looters’ holes in the top of the biggest mound at the 
Parkin site. In the bottom of one of the holes they found 
the top of a large wooden post. Samples were collected but 
not analyzed, the post was covered with plastic, and the 
hole filled in. 

Rather than searching for the cross, the archaeologists 

Remains Of De Soto’s  
Cross Found?
Archaeologists have recovered a section of a post at an 
archaeological park in Arkansas that they believe was part of a large 
cross built by Spanish conquistador Hernando de Soto in 1541.

were assessing the site to determine if it should be turned 
into a state park. Despite the evidence of looting, the site was 
sufficiently intact for the Arkansas legislature to designate it 
a state park in 1967. However, funding for the park wasn’t 
appropriated until 1989. With the help of The Archaeological 
Conservancy, which preserved most of the site, the Parkin 
Archeological State Park was opened in 1994. 

Archaeologist Jared Pebworth excavates around the post.
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Jeffrey Mitchem (left) and Tim Mulvihill wrap the post with padding before removing it.

In 1992, Jeffrey Mitchem, the Parkin site archaeologist 
for the Arkansas Archeological Survey, found the sample 
from the 1960s recovery project in the University’s museum 
and theorized the post might be the remains of de Soto’s 
cross. He had the samples radiocarbon tested, and the dates 
ranged from a.d. 1515 to 1663, indicating that his theory was 
plausible. For various reasons, no further work was done on 
the mound for the next 23 years. 

In 2015, the Elfrieda Frank Foundation agreed to fund 
a search for the remains of the cross, and in April Mitchem 
and his project co-leaders, Tim Mulvihill and Jami Lockhart, 
began fieldwork. Using state of the art survey equipment, 
Mulvihill located the spot marked by the 1960s’ archaeolo-
gists. “Their directions were excellent,” Mulvihill says. “We 
came down very near to the top of the post.” 

The team carefully excavated six adjacent units to a depth 
of about three feet, exposing the top of the post. The plastic 
covering from the 1960s, although greatly deteriorated, was 
clearly visible. As the archaeologists dug around the wooden 
post it became apparent that it had been burned, and that it 
was once part of a larger piece of wood. Having recovered 

the post, which is 18 inches in diameter and about 12-inches 
long, they also found a large posthole with rotted wood and 
Indian pottery sherds. Mitchem theorizes that the wooden 
post segment was preserved because it had been charred, 
but the remains of the base of the cross rotted away. “This is 
a very exciting development,” says Mitchem. “The combina-
tion of the wooden post segment and the undisturbed large 
post hole both point to a strong presumption that this is de 
Soto’s cross from 1541.”

Mitchem took the post to the University of Arkansas in 
Fayetteville, where dendrochronologist David Stahle tried to 
obtain a date from the wood’s growth rings. Dendrochronol-
ogy, or tree-ring dating, is so precise wooden objects can be 
dated to a calendar year. But the condition of the post was 
such that Stahle couldn’t get a reliable date. “There were not 
enough rings in sequence,” Mitchem says. He is also having 
six samples of the post radiocarbon dated, but those results 
were not available at press time. 

But even without those dates, Mitchem says there’s 
“compelling evidence” that he and his colleagues have found 
de Soto’s cross. —Mark Michel
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This limestone cobble has straight and diagonal incised lines.

About 13,000 years ago, Paleo-
Indian peoples carved intri-
cate designs into soft, flat 

stone slabs and cobbles at the Gault 
site, a preserve of The Archaeological 
Conservancy’s in central Texas. Inves-
tigations in an area of the site near a 
natural springs identified numerous 
small, weathered limestone cobbles 
with elaborate engravings, at least nine 
of which are clearly associated with 
Clovis technology dating to about 
13,000 years ago. The archaeologists 
identified the cobbles by using a new 
analytical technique known as poly-
nomial texture mapping photography, 
which allows researchers to discern 
extremely faint designs. 

Researchers Ashley Lemke of the 
University of Michigan, and D. Clark 
Wernecke and Michael Collins of Texas 
State University and the Gault School 
published their findings last year in the 
journal American Antiquity. The con-
firmation of such artifacts at the Gault 
site raises the possibility that there 
could also be evidence of ancient art at 
other Paleo-Indian sites in North Amer-
ica. Engraved stones and bones have 
also been found in Paleo-Indian strata 
at the Wilson-Leonard site in Texas and 
at Blackwater Draw, the Clovis type 
site, in New Mexico.

“Probably the greatest significance 
of the discovery is that early art in 
the Americas exists at all,” says Wer-
necke. “In the past it was thought that 
there was none, and the contrast was  
usually the great cave sites of Spain 
and France. We not only presented our 
Paleo-Indian engraved stones—an art 
form found on every continent except 
Antarctica going back perhaps 400,000 

Paleo-Indian Art Identified  
At Central Texas Site 
Archaeologists have found 13,000-year-old  
incised stones at the Gault site.

years—but also a compendium of 
other known early art in the Ameri-
cas. The question now is to examine 
why more of it doesn’t exist, and we 
present some ideas along those lines.” 
The researchers suggest a lack of 
recognition and reporting are largely 
to blame, and present a protocol for 
recognizing and recording the faded, 

intricately engraved artifacts. 
 “We were hoping that the article 

would get more people looking for 
signs of early art in the Americas and 
to share that data with a growing 
community of researchers in the New 
World interested in this aspect of early 
cultures,” says Wernecke. 

—Tamara Stewart
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A cast of Kennewick Man’s skull.

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers has determined  
that the 8,500-year-old skeleton known as Kennewick 
Man is related to modern Native American tribes, cor-

roborating the conclusion of a recent ancient DNA study of 
the remains. The Corps’ determination could result in the 
repatriation of Kennewick Man, who is now in the corps’ 
custody, to Native American tribes who are intent on rebury-
ing the skeleton. “Our conclusions were based on new skel-
etal, statistical, and genetic evidence,” says Michael Coffey, a 
spokesperson for the Corps. 

When Kennewick Man was discovered in Washington 
State in 1996, several local tribes tried to claim the remains 
citing the Native American Graves Protection and Repa-
triation Act (NAGPRA), but a lawsuit by a group of scientists 
stopped them. A federal appeals court ruled in 2004 that the 
skeleton was not culturally affiliated with any existing tribe. 
Instead of being reburied, Kennewick Man was housed at 
the University of Washington’s Burke Museum and scientists 
have been allowed to study the remains periodically. 

 The Confederated Tribes of the Colville Reservation, the 
Yakama Nation, Umatilla, the Nez Perce, and the Wanapum 
Band have all claimed cultural affiliation to the remains. 
“They’re asking us to repatriate,” Coffey says, adding that 
the five tribes have submitted a joint claim. Senators Barbara 
Boxer (D-Calif.) and James Inhofe (R-Okla.) introduced a 
bipartisan bill in the U.S. Senate to require the federal gov-
ernment to return the remains to the tribes from which he 
descended. 

“You would expect the skeleton to have ties with Native 
Americans,” says Douglas Owsley, a forensic anthropologist 
with the Smithsonian National Museum of Natural History 
who led a team of scientists that studied Kennewick Man. 
But he adds that the state of ancient DNA analysis is such 
that it can’t connect Kennewick Man to a particular tribe. 
Jim Chatters, a forensic anthropologist who first studied the 
skeleton, echoes Owsley. “I think the assessment that Ken-
newick Man and Native Americans share ancestry is valid,  
but the conclusions beyond that are specious. The Danish 
team that did the initial research compared Kennewick Man 

U.S. Army Corps Of Engineers 
Determines Kennewick Man  
Is Native American 
The determination could result in the reburial  
of the ancient skeleton.

to only two tribal groups in the United States, and found that 
he could not be said to be directly ancestral to any individual. 
Then they hedged and said, well if we tweak the results a bit 
we can get an ancestry claim for the Colville. That’s politics, 
not good science.”  

Kennewick Man will not be repatriated until the corps 
undertakes a cultural affiliation study, which it hopes to  
complete by February of 2017, to determine which tribe 
is most closely related to Kennewick Man. If the corps is 
unable to make this determination, the skeleton could still 
be repatriated under the Unclaimed Remains section of 
NAGPRA. — Tamara Stewart
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The Maya made offerings to their gods, including human sacrifices, 

in hopes that the gods would bring rain. This skull was found in 

Belize’s Actun Tunichil Muknal Cave. It’s covered with a patina  

of calcium carbonate that resulted from dripping water.
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In 1989, William Pleitez was hunting near his farm in 
western Belize when his dog squeezed between some boul-
ders near a hillside and disappeared. Pleitez soon found that 
the boulders blocked the entrance to a large cave and, push-
ing his way inside, he discovered a vast underworld studded 
with ancient pots. With permission from the Belize Institute 
of Archaeology, he and his family decided to open the cave 
to the public six years later. They arranged a careful tourism 
trail through the cave that allowed visitors to gawk at, but 
not disturb, the pots, a stela, and other artifacts. 

Pleitez couldn’t have anticipated the impact his cave—
now known as Chechem Ha, or the Cave of Poisonwood 
Water—would have on Maya archaeology. Archaeologists 
had never encountered a cave in the Maya world quite like 
this one: it had an extraordinarily long history of use and 
was purposely sealed 1,000 years ago, its contents safe from 
looters and animals. In the dirt lay charcoal fragments from 
centuries of people carrying pine torches into the cave.

“There are literally carpets of charcoal laid down in lay-
ers,” says Holley Moyes, an archaeologist at the University of 

A Time Of 
Desperation
ReseaRch in Belizean caves has Revealed paleoclimate 
data indicating the maya suffeRed a seRies of 
dRoughts fRom the seventh thRough tenth 
centuRies. the ReseaRch also shows how the maya 
Beseeched theiR gods to end the dRoughts, the 
latest of which coincided with theiR collapse.

By KRistin ohlson

California Merced who excavated the cave during four sum-
mers between 1998 and 2003. “We radiocarbon dated the 
layers, and they are like stair steps going back in time, from 
1100 b.c. to a.d. 950. Basically, we have the entire history of 
the Maya people in this cave.”

By studying the charcoal and pottery at Chechem Ha, 
Moyes noticed that the way the Maya used the cave changed 
over time. She and her colleagues—Jaime Awe, the director of 
the Belize Valley Archaeological Reconnaissance Project and 
an archaeologist at Northern Arizona University, geographer 
George Brook from the University of Georgia, and James 
Webster from the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency—
proposed that around a.d. 610, during the beginning of the 
Late Classic Maya period, the frequency of ritual incursions 
into the cave intensified and the ritual activities shifted. 
Archaeologists had noted ritual changes in other caves in the 
middle of the seventh century, including an increase of food 
offerings and human sacrifice, but Chechem Ha cemented 
their view that a significant cultural shift was taking place. 

To the archaeologists, the timing of this great shift was 



significant. Paleoclimate studies indicate that the 
Maya region began to suffer a period of decreased 
rainfall, beginning in the middle of the seventh 
century. Moyes and her colleagues believe that the 
changes in cave rituals reflect the Maya’s increas-
ingly desperate situation. The researchers suggest 
that people responded with a drought cult and 
an intensification of ritual activity, initiated as 
the dearth of rain began to wreak havoc on farm-
ing and the political structure. A series of severe 
droughts that persisted for decades is recorded 
in paleoclimate records, continuing through the 
ninth century. By around a.d.  900-950, the political 
structure collapsed and people left the major Clas-
sic Period population centers. 

“If you are praying and looking for divine 
intervention and nothing is happening, you have 
three choices,” says Awe, who was born in west-
ern Belize. “You either stop, or you keep doing the 
same thing, or you up the ante because your offer-
ings haven’t worked.” 

Ever since John Lloyd Stevens and Frederick 
Catherwood documented Maya ruins in the mid-
19th century, archaeologists and others have won-
dered what caused the abandonment of the great 
Maya cities. Early evidence that climate change 
might have played a role came in the mid 1990s, 
when paleoclimatologists David Hodell, Jason Cur-
tis, and Mark Brenner analyzed a sediment core 
from Lake Chichancanab in the northern Yucatan 
that indicated there was a severe drought in the 
Late Classic period. Based on climate patterns, 
they postulated that if the northern Yucatan had 
been dry, there had likely been extended drought 
throughout much of the Maya region. But finding 
more such evidence from lakebeds, especially 
ones near Maya settlements was difficult, since 
deforestation and agriculture had altered the com-
position of other lake sediments in ways that mask 
the effect of climate. So the impact of climate 
change on the development and downfall of the 
Classic Maya civilization (a.d. 300-950) remained a 
hotly debated topic.

But coincident to the work at Chechem 
Ha, researchers found an even more convincing 
record of climate fluctuations encoded in a stalag-
mite from another Belizean cave called Yok Balum. 
There are hundreds of caves in the ancient Maya 
homeland, which sits on a shelf of soft limestone 
that has been carved and hollowed by rivers. Inside 
these caves speleothems—cave formations such 
as the stalactites that knife down from the top of 
a cave and the corresponding stalagmites that rise 
from the floor—are often found.  The speleothems 
form as rain falls on the surface above the cave and 

Several researchers stand in a large chamber known 

as the Sand Passage in Actun Kabal Cave in Belize. 

This is one of the caves that has yielded evidence of 

increased ritual activity during the Late Classic period.
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water percolates through the limestone, depositing calcium 
carbonate drop by drop. Consequently the speleothems 
grow in bands that correspond to yearly precipitation and 
even to the twice-yearly weather fluctuations during the wet 
and dry seasons. A cross-section of a speleothem can be as 
vividly banded as a tree trunk or a beet. 

Yok Balum cave is especially well suited for research, as 
it’s in a hilly area and there’s never been much agricultural 
activity above the cave to interfere with the flow of rain-
water below. So environmental archaeologist Doug Kennett 
from Pennsylvania State University and a group of colleagues 
selected a three-foot-long stalagmite from 160 feet inside the 
cave and took some 4,000 samples for stable oxygen isotope 
analysis as a gauge of changing rainfall.

The Yok Balum stalagmite turned out to hold a 2,000-
year record of annual rainfall in the Maya region. Moreover, 
the researchers were able to establish a precise chronology 
of changing patterns of rainfall fixed in the cave formation 
with uranium-thorium dating, which uses mass spectrom-
etry to determine the age of calcium carbonate and similar 
materials by tracking the decay rates of their constituent 
uranium and thorium. What they found was an anomalously 

wet period from a.d. 440 to 660, followed by periodic severe 
droughts that continued until 1100. 

“Clearly, climate is the underlying environmental stage 
for the Maya’s rise and fall,” says Kennett. “The rise of kings 
and cities occurred within a salubrious interval of time when 
there was lots of rainfall and food. The kings were an inter-
mediary between the people and the gods, and that means 
keeping the rain coming and the food plentiful. But then the 
climate changed, and people dealt with that in a number of 
ways—going to war as well as going to the caves.”

 With this precise dating of drought patterns in the 
area, researchers can pinpoint where social changes detailed 
in the archaeological record converge with the changes in 
rainfall. For instance, the stalagmite record shows that a dry 
period corresponds with texts on stone monuments in Gua-
temala’s Petexbatun region created between a.d. 760 and 
800. These texts tell of increased warmongering and geo-
political instability.  As the droughts became more frequent 
and severe, especially in the ninth century, the carved stone 
monuments were commissioned less and less frequently. 
“These stone monuments are a proxy for how well the kings 
are doing at each site,” Kennett explains. “If they’re doing 

well, they have the resources to hire 
scribes and build centers and carve the 
monuments.”

If desperation over the droughts 
spurred turmoil aboveground, it caused 
an acceleration of ritual activity in the 
caves. Moyes says that up until around 
50 years ago, archaeologists assumed that 
signs of activity in the caves were evi-
dence that people sometimes lived there, 
much as the Neanderthals did in Europe. 
“The idea of cave men had really fired up 
the public imagination and inspired so 
many things in popular culture, like The 
Flintstones and the book Clan of the Cave 
Bear,” Moyes says. “But tropical caves are 
not instant houses. They are full of assas-
sin beetles that carry Chagas, a potentially 
deadly disease, and the bat guano in caves 
carries histoplasmosis. They are dark, 
damp, moldy, and would be an unpleasant 
and somewhat dangerous place to live.” 

Archaeologist James Brady, whose 
research focused on the Naj Tunich cave 
in Guatemala, refuted the idea that these 
caves served as homes. He concluded 
that the ancient Maya, like their modern 
descendants, primarily visited the caves 
for ritual purposes. Given the beliefs the 
Maya had about the caves, it makes sense 
that they would be used for ritual activi-
ties during droughts. “These caves were 
formed by water and were perceived to 

This speleothem was taken from Yok Balum Cave in Belize and sent to a laboratory for 

analyses. Like trees, speleothems grow in rings that can be dated and analyzed.   
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be both a source of water and an access point to the under-
world,” Awe says. The Maya rain god Chac was believed to live 
in caves, and when mist emerged from a cave mouth people 
thought it would then rise to the sky and become rain. 

In the excavations of Chechen Ha, the charcoal deposits 
indicate that people used the cave heavily in the Early Mid-
dle Preclassic period (1200-800 b.c.), but they didn’t bring in 
much pottery. By the Late Classic period, it appeared from 
the amount of charcoal deposits that fewer people were 
using the cave and staying for shorter periods of time, but 
they were bringing in far larger amounts of pottery. “They 
started bringing in these huge pots at around a.d. 610,” Moyes 
says. “They’d never done that before.” Instead of the ritual 
activities taking place on the tunnel floor, these members 
of the drought cult were installing the pots on high ledges 
and other hard-to-reach areas of the cave. Some pots were 

ritually terminated—a practice that insures that the vessels 
could not be reused. This is a way of giving them to the gods.  

The large pots sometimes contained food offerings to 
the gods, or were in a few instances placed beneath stalac-
tites to collect drip water that was used in ceremonies to 
petition for rain. “Large jars are like symbolic representations 
of caves,” Awe says. “They have large openings, a deep inside, 
and they can contain water. Maya art includes many depic-
tions of gods holding large jars and pouring water out of 
them.” 

Awe and his associates examined other caves in the 
region to see if there was a comparable shift in rituals. As 
their desperation increased, the Maya chose to up the ante. 
During the Late Classic period, for instance, people were 
going deeper into the caves than ever with huge pots, and 
in one cave they left incense burners carved with the image 

Jaime Awe examines a Late Classic period bowl in the Main Chamber of Actun Tunichil Muknal Cave.
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of Tlaloc, a Mesoamerican rain god. Sometimes they left food 
offerings. Other times they offered human beings, who were 
deposited in areas where water flowed in the caves. The sac-
rifice of humans grew more common in the seventh through 
ninth centuries, as the Maya practiced what Awe calls “sym-
pathetic magic”—they believed humans were made from 
maize and that by sacrificing them they were literally offer-
ing food to the gods, hoping that the gods, in turn, would 
reciprocate and bring the rains that would grow more maize. 
Many of the sacrificial victims were children, whose tears 
were thought to summon the rain god. 

As the droughts continued to punish the Maya and chal-
lenge their faith in their rulers, their centers of power were 
disrupted. Archaeologist Julie Hoggarth of Baylor University, 
who is also the co-director for the Belize Valley Archaeologi-
cal Reconnaissance Project, is currently collaborating with 
Kennett on the Maya Bone Project, which aims to radiocar-
bon date thousands of burials from sites across the Maya low-
lands. “We’re trying to get a better idea of how long people 
persisted at Maya sites,” Hoggarth says. “We want to find out 
when they abandoned the region and if that time frame cor-
responds with the episodes of severe drought. Directly dat-
ing burials from different regions can tell us when elite and 
royal burial practices, associated with the complex political 
systems of the Classic Maya, ended. These dates will also help 

us understand if populations migrated to areas with stable 
food resources, such as near lakes, rivers, and the coast, as 
a result of the effects of decreased rainfall on agricultural 
production.”

The archaeologists already know when the people prac-
ticing the Maya drought cult at Chechem Ha gave up trying 
to appease the gods: the most recent dates from the charcoal 
pieces hidden in the subfloor dated to around a.d. 950. Awe 
likes to compare the drought cult at the cave to the behav-
ior of Americans during the Dust Bowl of the 1930s. People 
on the prairies turned to prayer and ritual, even to rituals 
that were not their own—like the Maya with their incense 
burners carved with images of Tlaloc, white farmers killed 
rattlesnakes and hung them on fences, a Native American 
rain-begging ritual. When the rains didn’t come, many of the 
prairie dwellers left. But some stayed and formed a Last Man 
Club, daring each other to hold on despite the hardship. 

At Chechem Ha, the last of the Maya sealed the entrance 
to the cave with boulders before they abandoned it. The 
drought cult ended, but not the drought. 

KRISTIN OHLSON is the author of The Soil Will Save Us: How Scientists, 
Farmers and Foodies Are Healing the Soil to Save the Planet. Her article 
“Questioning Conventional Wisdom” appeared in the Winter 2014-15 issue  
of American Archaeology.
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Handprints often served as the signatures of the Maya who visited caves. These handprints, which are thought to date to the Late Classic 

period, are located on a wall of Actun Uayazba Kab Cave in Belize. The Maya made these prints by applying paint around the edges of  

their hands, which were placed on the cave wall. The handprints were illuminated for this photograph.
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The Mystery Of The Fort Ancient Transformation
Archaeologists working at a site in northern Kentucky are trying to understand why the Fort 
Ancient people made dramatic changes to their lifestyle at the beginning of the 15th century.

By Linda Vaccariello
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Archaeologists, students, and volunteers document hearths and posts associated with structures  

that once stood on the southern edge of the Fox Farm village.
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O
n a bright and breezy spring day, when the majority of 
his University of Kentucky colleagues were focused on 
the finale of the college basketball season, archaeologist 
David Pollack was enjoying his own version of March 
Madness: puzzling out the mysteries of Fox Farm and 

the Fort Ancient people who thrived here in northern Ken-
tucky for more than 300 years. Pollack and his co-director, A. 
Gwynn Henderson, also of the University of Kentucky, are 
in the final days of an excavation funded by the National 
Science Foundation.

Fox Farm, which is located about 50 miles north of 
Lexington and covers 40 acres, is one of the largest Fort 
Ancient sites and one of the most intensely occupied. Most 
Fort Ancient sites were short-lived; evidence suggests that 
after 10 to 30 years in one location—once the soil was 
depleted by farming, the firewood exhausted, or the social 
ties frayed—the people relocated. But Fox Farm was con-
tinuously occupied from the early a.d. 1300s until the early 
1600s, which makes it especially intriguing. Using his trowel, 
Pollack counts the layers of packed soil in a three-foot strati-
graphic profile of an excavation unit that represents the 
floors of at least five different houses built in succession. This 
suggests generations rebuilt on the same spot. 

The Fort Ancient culture emerged around a.d. 1000 and 
lasted for roughly 700 years. These hunter-gatherer-farmers 
established communities in the middle Ohio River Valley that 
stretched across parts of Indiana, Ohio, Kentucky, and West 
Virginia. Some settled in fertile flood plains, while others, like 
the residents of Fox Farm, were upland farmers. During the 
Middle Fort Ancient period (a.d. 1200 to 1400), their villages 
consisted of small, square, single-family houses with a central 
hearth that were framed with bent poles and covered with 
bark or skins. The houses were positioned in a circle around 
an open public plaza that was the focus of community life. 

Despite broad similarities in architecture, village orga-
nization, and other characteristics across the Fort Ancient 
region, there were variations in their material culture during 
the Middle Fort Ancient period. For example, all Fort Ancient 
potters made thick-walled jars with conical bases tempered 
with grit, limestone, and crushed mussel shell. But stylistic 
differences in such things as rim shape, decorative motifs, 
and lug forms distinguish pots made in the various sub-
regions, including the Fox Farm area. 

By the start of the Late Fort Ancient period (a.d. 1400 
to 1700), this regional ceramic variation had for the most 
part disappeared. Rather than emphasizing their differences 
through their respective sub-regional identities, Fort Ancient 
groups embraced a single, regional identity. Late Fort Ancient 
people made thinner-walled, more globular jars tempered 
exclusively with shell and fired at higher temperatures. 
They also made large serving pans and single-serving bowls. 
Neighboring Mississippian people had used these kinds of 
vessels for several hundred years, but they were new to 
Fort Ancient groups. Archaeologists believe that the manu-
facture of these new vessel forms signals changes in how 

Fox Farm’s Middle Fort Ancient period pottery is characterized by 

deep incised lines and punctations beneath the jar lips and necks. 

The vessels’ exteriors are plain (top), cord-marked (middle), or  

net-impressed (bottom).

MIDDLE FORT ANCIENT POTTERY
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Fort Ancient households prepared and 
served food. 

Pollack and Henderson see the 
evolution of Fort Ancient ceramics—
from several sub-regional styles to a 
single one—as a manifestation of what 
they refer to as the Fort Ancient trans-
formation. During this transformation, 
which began around a.d. 1400, several 
other aspects of their culture also 
changed. The archaeologists are trying 
to understand what’s behind this dra-
matic break with tradition at Fox Farm 
and how it fits with the transforma-
tion of Fort Ancient culture in general. 
Could it be, Henderson wonders, that 
“this is where it started?”

F
ox Farm is located on a ridge top 
about nine miles from the Ohio 
River. The site, which is on private 
property, is currently used for graz-
ing. Researchers have known about 

Fox Farm for more than a hundred 
years. In the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries, Harlan Smith investigated 
the site on behalf of the American 
Museum of Natural History and, in 
addition to a large artifact collection, 
he recovered over 200 human buri-
als. There were more excavations in 
the 1920s, and materials from the site 
were among those examined by James 
B. Griffin for his landmark 1943 book, 
The Fort Ancient Aspect: Its Cultural 
and Chronological Position In Mis-
sissippi Valley Archaeology. In 1983, 
Fox Farm was placed on the National 
Register of Historic Places. 

Henderson first investigated the 
site in 1984. It was a brief project that 
she headed with archaeologist Chris 
Turnbow. The one-week excavation 
“was significantly more important than 
we anticipated,” she says. They opened 
four units, two of which yielded strati-
fied deposits so dense with artifacts and so deep that when 
it was time to leave they “hadn’t even hit bottom.” She recalls 
going back to the lab, laying out the pottery pieces on a 
table, and seeing the clear stylistic changes.

Up to that point, dating and classifying Fort Ancient 
pottery and sites had been a challenge, partly because 
archaeologists mistakenly assumed that Middle and Late Fort 
Ancient ceramics were contemporary. The artifacts from 
the 1984 excavation “provided the temporal order of Fort 

Ancient ceramics,” Henderson says. Because of these deep, 
stratified deposits the archaeologists could distinguish arti-
facts produced in the 1300s from those produced in the late 
1400s—something that couldn’t be done at sites that were 
occupied for shorter lengths of times. “As the years went 
by, we had the opportunity to field test the information at a 
number of other Kentucky Fort Ancient sites,” she says, “and 
it held true.” The ’84 excavation made it possible to establish 
a chronology for Fox Farm and also the Fort Ancient region. 

Fox Farm’s Late Fort Ancient period ceramics feature broad and shallow incised  

lines on plain jar necks (top). Narrow cord marks embellish the exteriors of  

jars and bowls (bottom).

LATE FORT ANCIENT POTTERY
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Looters have been interested in Fox Farm for a long 
time, too. So in 2009, the landowner asked Henderson and 
Pollack if they would excavate the entire site so that there 
would be nothing left to loot. (“I don’t have three lifetimes,” 
Pollack responded jokingly.) Since then, the archaeologists 
have directed a series of investigations to learn more about 
the site. It contains three separate Middle Fort Ancient mid-
den rings, ranging from roughly 450 to 600 feet in diameter, 
each with an open plaza. (Because the Middle Fort Ancient 
period villages were arranged in a circle, their archaeological 
vestiges take the form of rings.) 

They’ve documented evidence of several 15-by-15-foot 
square homes built before a.d. 1375 and segments of larger 
rectangular ones constructed after 1400. There also is a large 
building that’s at least 53-feet long by 26-feet wide. Unlike 
the houses, this structure had no central hearth. Instead, a 
series of hearths extended down the center of the build-
ing. The hearths were built on top of distinctive pits lined 
with clay and rock—Henderson and Pollack call them “pole-
pits”—that had been filled in.

These pole-pits were larger and deeper than structural 
postholes, and they had been sealed a number of times,  
suggesting that they had held sacred poles that had been 
successively set and removed as part of the rituals conducted 

within the building. These poles could have extended above 
the roof of the structure and supported animal totems that 
served as symbolic links to the cosmos. The pole-pits, the 
hearths, the relatively high concentration of nonlocal arti-
facts such as shell beads that were presumably used during 
rituals, and the size of the structure indicate that it was a 
public building that served the community. The archae-
ologists were surprised to find that it wasn’t aligned with a 
nearby plaza. 

Pollack and Henderson also have uncovered evidence 
of a Late Fort Ancient structure that’s 45-feet long by 26-feet 
wide and has the same northwest-by-southeast orientation 
as the public structure. They think both buildings were part 
of a later and much larger village, called Village D, that was 
made up of dwellings of similar sizes and shapes—Pollack 
calls them longhouses—that were scattered across the ridge. 
Unlike the site’s earlier square houses, these rectangular 
longhouses were probably multi-family dwellings. 

The increase in village and house size indicates that Vil-
lage D’s population was much larger than that of the earlier 
circular villages. “We think that sometime around a.d. 1375—
we’re not sure exactly when—the Fort Ancient residents at 
Fox Farm decided to organize their community in a new 
way,” Henderson says. “Instead [of a plaza] they had a public 
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During the Middle Fort Ancient period at Fox Farm small square houses surrounded a central plaza.
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structure.” This occurred before the dramatic changes in 
ceramics the archaeologists have observed at Fox Farm and 
other Late Fort Ancient sites. Pollack suspects the structures’ 
northwest-southeast alignment could be tied to an event 
that was important to this village, or an as-yet-unidentified 
astronomical alignment.

There also were changes in the Fort Ancient people’s 
social and political organization. The archaeologists think the 
appearance of greater quantities of non-local goods at their 
sites after 1400 reflects competition among aspiring leaders. 
Increased interaction with their Mississippian neighbors 
would have given these leaders exclusive access to goods and 
information, from which they derived power and prestige. As 
the prestige of Fox Farm’s leaders grew, people from other 
communities could have relocated here, enlarging the village. 

Changes in social and political relationships also are 
reflected in the appearance of public structures in Late Fort 
Ancient communities. Pollack and Henderson feel that, like 
a plaza in Middle Fort Ancient villages, the public structure 
played an important integrative role in Late Fort Ancient 
villages, but with a very significant difference. Ceremonies 
in plazas would have been visible, and thus open to all. 
Those conducted inside a public structure would have been 
restricted to fewer people within a much smaller space. 

Public structures gave village leaders more control over 
who participated in these events. Through their control of 
rituals that involved the use of yellow clay, fire, sacred poles, 
and marine shell, Fort Ancient leaders would have sought 
to maintain the support of village residents and attract new 
residents to their village.

T
he archaeologists are finishing up their excavation in 
the area where they found the floors of at least five 
houses. They have found evidence of square houses, 
larger rectangular ones, and a longhouse here. A huge 
central hearth, as well as the size of the longhouse, sug-

gests to Pollack that it was occupied by multiple families at 
the same time, and other evidence indicates it was rebuilt 
at least once. 

In 2014, the researchers discovered a cache of deer man-
dibles and pottery that were radiocarbon dated to approxi-
mately a.d. 1426. The cache was found near the outer wall 
and Pollack speculates it was placed there either when the 
structure was originally built, or rebuilt. “It could represent 
an offering to the spirits to protect the house or to ensure 
a good hunt,” he says. Whatever the reason, it’s not typical 
of Fort Ancient sites. “We haven’t found anything like that 
anywhere else in the Ohio Valley.” 
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By the Late Fort Ancient period larger longhouses were scattered across the ridge and the public structure was the focus of community life.
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While excavating the longhouse, volunteer Rick Spencer 
uncovered a rare engraved bear tooth pendant. One side of 
the pendant has two groups of parallel lines of drilled holes, 
while the other side features a person with knees bent and 
arms extended. Could it represent a dancer, or a storyteller? 
Hoping to suss out the meaning, Henderson is looking for sim-
ilar etchings by other Native peoples in the upper Midwest.

Fox Farm’s long occupation is puzzling not only because 
it’s contrary to the Fort Ancient peoples’ habits, but also 
because there’s nothing uniquely advantageous about the 

site’s location. Pollack notes, however, that it sits just west 
of an historic Indian trail that crossed the Ohio River near 
present-day Maysville and was also near several other rivers, 
including the Licking and the Great and Little Miami. 

Pollack and Henderson hypothesize that, if the trail 
existed in prehistoric times, Fox Farm could have been a 
destination for Fort Ancient people moving throughout the 
region. This mingling of different peoples would have begun 
the process that culminated in multi-family residences, pub-
lic structures, and a uniform ceramic style with new vessel 
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Triangular chert arrow points with serrated margins are a hallmark of Fox Farm’s Middle Fort Ancient village.

Multiple views of a stone smoking pipe that had been intentionally placed in an exterior wall post. The vase-shaped bowl  

is of Fort Ancient style, while the platform it sits on suggests Mississippian influence.
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forms. These developments reflect changes in the way Fox 
Farm’s residents and their neighbors saw themselves and the 
world around them. As they coalesced within larger villages, 
their identity was, says Henderson, “no longer wrapped up in 
the smaller sub-regions. It was now part of the broader Fort 
Ancient region as a whole.” At present it is not clear exactly 
how long this process took, but within 25 to 50 years, a new 
Fort Ancient cultural identity had emerged throughout the 
middle Ohio Valley. 

Robert Cook, an Ohio State University archaeologist 
who studies the Fort Ancient, acknowledges the “particularly 
important” work Pollack and Henderson are doing at Fox 
Farm.“While my own take would allow more room for sub-
stantial influences from surrounding cultures at and before 
this time,” he adds, “this does not diminish the significance of 
the internal processes at play, which they have continued to 
tease apart in an impressive fashion.”

Robert Genheimer, a Fort Ancient scholar with the Cin-
cinnati Museum Center, says “it’s possible” that Pollack and 
Henderson are right. He notes that Late Fort Ancient period 
villages were larger than their predecessors, and that their 
inhabitants might have been more diverse. The abandon-
ment of the small homes circling a plaza layout “may reflect 
a change in kinship roles,” he says. People weren’t as closely 
related and didn’t need to be as closely connected.

Pollack and Henderson would like to know if that was 
indeed the case. They’re working with University of Ken-
tucky bioarchaeologist Heather Worne, who is analyzing 
the human remains taken by Harlan Smith over a century 
ago to the American Museum of Natural History. Worne’s 
research, which she calls “biodistance analysis,” documents 
the similarities of the skeletons. Strong similarities suggest a 
close relationship, dissimilarities suggest the opposite. (She’s 
not doing DNA analysis out of respect for Native American 
wishes.) Worne hasn’t arrived at any conclusions yet, but if 
she finds considerable dissimilarities, that would appear to 
support Pollack and Henderson’s hypothesis that Fox Farm 
drew people from all corners of the Fort Ancient region.

“It’s time to get back to the lab and start analyzing,” Pol-
lack says as his team prepares the excavation block to be 
backfilled. He and Henderson feel fortunate to have had the 
opportunity to spend years working on such an important 
site that is owned by a family who has been respectful stew-
ards of its history. Whether the archaeologists’ own analyses, 
in addition to Worne’s, will confirm their working hypoth-
eses or not, the picture of Fox Farm will come into sharper 
focus. And at the end of the day, says Henderson, “You want 
to do right by the people who lived here.” 

LINDA VACCARIELLO is the former executive editor of Cincinnati Magazine.

Here are four views of an engraved bear tooth pendant. One side (left) features two groups of parallel lines of drilled holes. On the other 

side (second from left) is a faint human figure with knees bent, arms upward, and hands wrapped around the tooth’s edges. The position  

of the figure’s legs and arms suggest the person is sitting and telling a story. Three groups of horizontal notches (right), which may 

represent tally marks, extend along one edge.
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Summer Travel

The Mound City Group is one of five sites that make up Hopewell Culture National Historical Park.
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Our national parks and monuments are 
full of archaeological wonders. 

Here are several to visit this summer.
By Tamara Stewart

This year is the National Park Service’s centennial, and 
in honor of that occasion we’ve selected five parks that 

feature the vestiges of fascinating ancient cultures. Ocmul-
gee National Monument in Georgia was recently voted the 
best archaeological site in America by the readers of USA 
Today. It features earthen mounds built by the Mississippian 
culture beginning around a.d. 900. Near Pipestone, Minne-
sota, Pipestone National Monument preserves ancient cer-
emonial rock quarries of great importance to Plains tribes. 
Hopewell Culture National Historical Park in Ohio is one 

of North America’s largest native ceremonial sites, contain-
ing 24 earthworks created by ancient Hopewell peoples. 
Salinas Pueblo Missions National Monument in central New 
Mexico includes the remains of four rare, massive Spanish 
Colonial mission churches and the Pueblos they admin-
istered. Pu’uhonua o Honaunau in Hawaii preserves the 
highly sacred Refuge Site and Royal Grounds that formed 
one of the main religious and political centers of the tradi-
tional Kona district. These five remarkable places are well 
worth seeing.

-
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Hopewell Culture National Historical Park preserves five  
separate sites, including the former Mound City Group 

National Monument. The site is one of the largest Native 
American ceremonial centers in North America, with 24 
earthen mounds, 22 of which are located inside a rectangu-
lar-shaped earthen wall. The Hopewell culture flourished in 
the Ohio River Valley between about 200 b.c. and a.d. 500, 
building monumental earthen geometric forms and mounds 
with walls up to 12-feet high and more than 1,000-feet 
across. The Hopewell’s influence extended across a vast area 
that included large portions of eastern North America. 

Begin your adventure at Mound City, just north of 
Chillicothe, where 23 earthen mounds cover the location 
where wooden post structures once stood and mortuary 
ceremonies took place. Artifacts made of copper, mica, shell, 
as well as projectile points and stone pipes were placed in 
the mounds in ancient times. Many of these are on display 
in the excellent visitor’s center museum, with replicas on 
sale in the gift shop. You can watch a 15-20 minute informa-
tional film and then take the easy self-guided walk around 
the mounds and along the river. Or you can opt for a guided 
site tour. 

The Hopeton Earthworks are directly across the Scioto 
River from Mound City and they include remnants of now-
leveled earthen walls that once stood 12-feet high, similar 
in size to nearby Shriver Circle and Mound City Earthworks. 
Seip Earthworks, located on US 50 east of Bainbridge, is a 
well-known site within the park with a restored mound that 
was excavated in the 1920s. The mysterious Spruce Hill is 
the world’s largest Hopewell hilltop enclosure. 

This summer the park will continue a large-scale 

If You Go: Hopewell Culture National Historical Park, 16062 State  
Route 104, Chillicothe, Ohio, 740-774-1126. The Mound City Group 
visitor center (the park’s only visitor center) is open from 8:30 a.m.  
to 5 p.m. daily except for major holidays. There is no entrance fee  
to any of the five sites included in the park. For more information  
go to www.nps.gov/hocu/index.htm

Nearby Attractions: The Tecumseh Outdoor Historical Drama in 
Chillicothe gets rave reviews. Visit Adena Mansion and Gardens for  
more of Ohio’s history. Yoctangee Park, with its beautiful lake, is a 
popular family destination, as is Scioto Trail State Park and Great  
Seal State Park on the edge of the Appalachian Mountains.

Hopewell Culture 
National Historical Park

archaeo-magnetic survey. This project began in 2014 with a 
survey of nearly 400 acres of the park’s Hopewell Mound 
Group and Seip Earthworks. Thus far the survey detected 
dozens of previously unknown features such as buildings, 
borrow pits, monumental wooden post circles, and ditched 
enclosures. 

Seip-Pricer Mound at Seip Earthworks stands 30-feet high. It was excavated in the 1920s and reconstructed.
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If You Go: Puʻuhonua 
o Hōnaunau National 
Historical Park, Highway 
160, Hōnaunau, Hawaii, 
808-328-2326. The site is 
open daily from 7 a.m. until 
15 minutes after sunset. 
The visitor’s center is open 
daily from 8:30 a.m.-4:30 
p.m. No lodging is available 
in the park and camping is 
not permitted, but several 
bed and breakfasts are 
located within Hōnaunau 
and neighboring towns. 
Hotels can be found in 
Kailua-Kona. For more information go to www.nps.gov/puho/index.htm

Nearby Attractions: Hōnaunau Bay, adjacent to the park, offers snorkeling. 
Twenty-five miles north in Kailua-Kona, Kaloko-Honokohau National Historical 
Park features ancient Hawaiian settlements. Puʻukohola Heiau National 
Historic Site, where you can stand on a beach and watch sharks pass  
over a submerged temple, is about 50 miles north in Kawaihae.   
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This beautiful park lies along the lava flats of the Kona 
Coast of Hawaii and preserves a highly sacred refuge 

site where, until the early 19th century, Hawaiian natives 
who broke one of the ancient laws could go to avoid death. 
Formerly known as the City of Refuge Park, warriors who 
suffered defeat, as well as noncombatants, could come here 
for refuge in times of battle. The park consists of two major 
sections, the Royal Grounds and the Place of Refuge, sepa-
rated by a massive 965-foot-long L-shaped stone wall known 
as the Great Wall. The grounds just outside the wall provided 
homes to generations of powerful chiefs. For centuries 
the Place of Refuge, the Royal Grounds, and adjacent areas 
formed one of the main religious and political centers of the 
traditional Kona district.

The temple of Hale o Keawe Heiau, which was origi-
nally built around 1650 by a Kona chief in honor of his 
father, and several associated thatched structures have been 
reconstructed. The nobility of Kona were buried in the tem-
ple until the abolition of the ancient kapu law system in the 
early 19th century. It is believed that the bones of the chiefs 
added protection to the Place of Refuge. The site includes a 
complex of archaeological sites with temple platforms, royal 
fishing ponds, the historic one-mile 1871 Trail that traverses 
the park’s coastline, as well as the remains of an abandoned 
farming and fishing village known as Kiʻilae. With the help of 
local artists working with traditional tools and materials, the 
National Park Service has restored the site to its late 1700s 
appearance. The Great Wall is, for the most part, the original 
wall built in the 1500s. 

A brochure and self-guided tour map are available at the 
visitor’s center, which includes a bookstore and handmade 
craft items. Begin your walk with the Royal Grounds, home 
to the ruling chiefs and surrounded by a wonderful grove of 
coconut trees overlooking Hōnaunau Bay. Keoneʻele Cove, 

the royal canoe landing area, is marked by a small wooden 
statue standing out in the water as a warning that the area 
was strictly reserved for use by royalty. Other carved statues 
stand on the platform of the temple. Two additional ancient 
temple ruins lie within the refuge portion of the park: one, 
‘Āle’ale’a Heiau, was built before 1550, while Ancient Heiau 
is of unknown age. 

Cultural demonstrations of traditional Hawaiian arts and 
crafts are offered at various times throughout the year. An 
annual cultural festival will be held June 25, that includes 
hula performances, Hawaiian crafts and instruments, game 
demonstrations, guided walks, canoe rides, food tasting, and 
hukilau, a traditional fishing technique.

Pu uhonua o 
Hōnaunau National 
Historical Park
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Hale o Keawe Heiau, a temple in the Place of Refuge, is seen in the background.
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Comprised of three separate units with four highly sig-
nificant and rare Spanish Colonial missions and three 

Pueblo communities, Salinas Pueblo Missions National 
Monument preserves a unique time of cultural interaction 
and conflict in the late prehistory and early history of the 
northern Southwest. The monument consists of the ruins of 
Abó, Gran Quivira, and Quarai missions. Gran Quivira and 
Quarai’s ruins date back to before the a.d. 1300s when the 
settlement was a major center. Gran Quivira, which has two 
major room blocks that have been exposed and stabilized, 
was a large city with numerous pueblos prior to Spanish 
contact in the late 1500s. The Spanish established the Quarai 
mission and convento in 1630. 

The ancestral Puebloan and Jumano groups farmed 

If You Go: Salinas Pueblo 
Missions National Monument 
is centered in Mountainair, 
New Mexico, 505-847-2585. 
The sites are open daily from 
9 a.m. to 6 p.m. during the 
summer. Admission is free. 
For more information go to 
www.nps.gov/sapu/index.htm

Nearby Attractions:  In the 
Town of Mountainair, the 
Harvey House Museum and 
the Emporium, a fun, eclectic 
store, are recommended 
stops. Nearby, Manzano 
Mountains State Park, El 
Malpais National Monument, 
and Isleta Lakes are all 
scenic destinations. The Sevilleta National Wildlife Refuge off I-25 south of 
Bernardo has excellent birding when the Bernardo Auto Loop is open. 

Salinas Pueblo Missions 
National Monument

and foraged in this frontier region since the ninth century 
a.d., and they traded with the volatile, nomadic tribes of the 
Plains in later prehistoric times. In the early 1600s, Spanish 
missionaries came to the thriving pueblos of the region, nam-
ing the area Salinas for the natural salt lakes nearby. Pueblo 
peoples built the monumental churches at the direction of 
the Spanish missionaries, who sought to convert them. By 
1670, the entire Salinas District was depopulated, devastated 
by drought and famine, European diseases and Apache raids. 
The massive masonry churches stand as a stark reminder 
of the grave consequences of Spanish contact on native 
peoples of the Americas. 

Be sure to start at the main visitor’s center in Moun-
tainair, which opens at 8 a.m., and check out the excellent 
bookstore and short informational film. Easy, self-guided 
walking trails lead through each of the parks’ pueblo and 
mission structures. Each unit has a restroom, a visitor center, 
and picnic areas.
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The remains of Abó’s convento include a kiva. 

Quarai’s church and convento was completed in 1630 and abandoned in 1677. Its ruins still stand.
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Pipestone National Monument is named for the richly 
colored pipestone that has been quarried by native 

groups for thousands of years. The smooth, relatively soft, 
mottled-pink-to-brick-red material has been traditionally 
used for carving pipes and other ceremonial items since 
ancient times. Native peoples traveled great distances for 
this sacred stone. From ceremonial pipestone effigies found 
in thousand-year old burials, to stone quarried during late 
prehistoric and early historic times, to today’s continued cer-
emonial quarrying, the site has seen millennia of human use.

 A visitor center houses exhibits about the site’s natu-
ral and cultural history, including an award-winning film 
about the history and significance of the pipestone quarries. 
From April to mid-October, the park sponsors interpretive 

programs such as educational talks, guided walks, multime-
dia presentations, and pipe-carving demonstrations, often 
by third- and fourth–generation pipe-makers. A short, self-
guided trail goes by Pipestone Creek to a view of the quar-
ries and refreshing Winnewissa Falls. Be sure to get a trail 
guide at the visitor’s center. 

Along the entrance road to the visitor’s center, a picnic 
area features the Three Maidens, which Native Americans 
believe represent the guardian spirits of the quarries. Native 
quarriers leave offerings of tobacco at the foot of the mas-
sive granite boulders of igneous rock that formed far away, 
carried to the spot by ancient glaciers. In historic times, the 
Three Maidens were surrounded by petroglyphs carved on 
stone slabs. The slabs were defaced and removed from the 
site in the late 1800s and taken to various places before they 
were finally returned in the mid-20th century. Seventeen of 
the original 79 petroglyphs are currently on display at the 
visitor’s center.

If You Go: Pipestone 
National Monument, 
36 Reservation Ave., 
Pipestone, Minnesota, 
507-825-5464. The 
site is open 8 a.m. to 
5 p.m. daily except for 
Thanksgiving, Christmas, 
and New Year’s Day. A day 
pass is $7 per person for 
ages 16 and up. For more 
information go to www.
nps.gov/pipe/index.htm

Nearby Attractions: 
Part of the monument has been restored to native prairie grassland, and a 
small bison herd lives 25 miles south at Blue Mounds State Park. Split Rock 
Creek State Park, seven miles south, offers swimming, fishing, boating, and 
camping. Eighty-three miles east, Jeffers Petroglyph Historic Site preserves 
islands of petroglyph-covered boulders standing out in tall prairie grass, 
some dating back roughly 7,000 years. 

Pipestone National Monument 

The Three Maidens are huge boulders of granite that were carried here by glaciers during the Ice Age.
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The remains of more than 10,000 
years of Southeastern Native Amer-

ican culture are preserved in Ocmul-
gee National Monument along the east 
bank of the Ocmulgee River in central 
Georgia, including major earthworks 
built between a.d. 900 and 1250. Great 
Temple Mound and other ceremonial 

Ocmulgee National Monument

If You Go: Ocmulgee National Monument, 1207 Emery Highway, Macon, Ga., 
(478) 752-8257. The monument is open 9 a.m.- 5 p.m. daily except for 
Christmas and New Year’s. Admission is free. For more information go to 
www.nps.gov/ocmu/index.htm

Nearby Attractions: The Town of Macon is home to 6,000 historic structures  
in 14 historic districts, with popular attractions including the Civil War-era  
Hay House and the Cannonball House, as well as the Grand Opera House  
and many other spectacular old buildings. The Museum of Arts and Sciences  
and Amerson River Park are also popular destinations in Macon.

earthen mounds and effigies rise up 
to 55-feet tall, testaments to the great 
engineering and organizational skills of 
the Mississippian culture that thrived 
in the area until 1600. The earthen 
mounds served as platforms for elite 
residences. Ten mounds were partially 
excavated by the Works Progress 
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The Great Temple Mound was constructed by the Mississippian people approximately 1,100 years ago.

The Earth Lodge was reconstructed in 1937. The original structure dates to a.d. 1015. 

Administration (WPA) between 1933 
and 1942 in an extensive archaeologi-
cal investigation, revealing exotic items 
that speak of a sophisticated culture 
with a widespread trading network. 

The visitor center’s archaeological 
museum displays over 2,000 artifacts 
ranging from Paleo-Indian through his-
toric times. Watch the short orientation 
film Mystery of the Mounds and check 
out the gift shop’s recreations of some 
of the stunning artifacts recovered 
from the mounds. Six miles of walking 
trails wind through the monument, 
leading to a reconstructed ceremonial 
earthlodge based on a 1,000-year-old 
structure excavated nearby. Three 
miles downriver is the Lamar Mounds 
and Village Unit of the monument.

TAMARA STEWART is the assistant editor of American Archaeology 
and the Conservancy’s Southwest region projects coordinator.Ja
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Redstick warrior William Weatherford and his horse leap from a bluff into the Alabama River while making an escape from Holy Ground.
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THE NEWLY ExPOSED OUTLINE OF A SMALL CABIN AND 
the fire-hardened clay of a 200-year-old hearth bear mute 
testimony to what was, for a brief moment in time, the holy 
ground of one Creek prophet’s ill-fated effort to resist the 
incursions of white settlers and the spread of their culture 
on the Southern frontier.

It was here, in 1813, in what is now rural central Ala-
bama, that Josiah Francis—a firebrand who boasted he could 
fly and live underwater—gathered hundreds of rebellious 
Creek followers in a swamp-encircled forest enclave and 
assured them that a magic barrier would repel any attack. 
For six months, Francis’ village Ikanachaki, or Holy Ground, 
was a sacred stronghold of the defiant Redstick faction of 
the Creek Nation.

When the attack finally came, however, Francis’ magic 
was no match for Gen. Ferdinand Claiborne’s force of U.S. 
troops, territorial militia, and Choctaw warriors. Their bullets 

pierced Holy Ground’s impenetrable shield, and most of the 
occupants fled. Those who did not died. Francis’ town was 
burned and soon forgotten, leaving the forest to reclaim the 
charred remains of numerous structures. Largely undisturbed 
since that fateful day, the site now affords archaeologists a 
well preserved, and chronologically well defined, snapshot 
of what life was like in an early 19th-century Creek village. 

 “Sites like this are pretty rare,” says University of South 
Alabama archaeologist Greg Waselkov. “If this area had been 
plowed like so many other 19th-century sites in Alabama, 
most of what we are finding here would have been scattered 
or destroyed. When we first surveyed this site a few years 
ago, we were astonished to find household debris and other 
things just below the leaf litter.” 

Signs of the Creek occupation are, in fact, so close to the 
surface that Waselkov recently dug mere inches beneath the 
surface to expose a 12-by-12-foot cabin and its hearth.  So far, 

Archaeologists are investigating a legendary 
battle site that went missing for two centuries.

By Mike toner  

 The STory of 

Holy Ground    
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his team of archaeologists, volunteers, and representatives of 
the Poarch Band of Creek Indians have excavated the foot-
prints of three cabins. 

Waselkov is confident there are many more, although it 
is not the number, but the style and degree of preservation 
that makes such remains special. Earlier Creek villages, made 
up of traditional post-in-ground, wattle and daub houses, 
have been well documented in Southeastern archaeology. By 
the early 1800s, however, Indian communities were begin-
ning to build cabins with horizontally laid logs like those 
of white settlers. Sites reflecting that architectural adapta-
tion, especially ones that are intact, are scarce because 
within a generation most of the Creeks had been removed 
to Oklahoma.

But Waselkov says the site is also important because, 
unlike other Creek towns, where the ages of buildings and 
artifacts are muddled by long occupations, Holy Ground’s 
remains can be precisely dated because of historical 
accounts. “We know there was no one here before the late 
spring of 1813,” says Waselkov.  “And we know the exact date 
when the town was destroyed. These cabins were all burned 
on December 23, 1813. No one lived here after that.” 

ALTHOUGH THE SITE, LOCATED NEAR THE TOWN OF 
White Hall in south-central Alabama, wasn’t discovered until 
a few years ago, Holy Ground, and the people associated 

with it, has been the stuff of legend—compelling, albeit 
somewhat less-than-accurate legend—in Alabama history for 
the better part of the last two centuries. 

In the early 1800s this was still part of the Creek Nation, 
but the U.S. frontier was pushing inexorably west and forcing 
the Creeks to make some difficult decisions. Many of them 
chose to adopt the cultural practices of the whites, some 
going so far as to marry the newcomers. But other Creeks 
chose resistance. In 1812, nativistic prophets, spurred by the 
Shawnee leader Tecumseh’s advocacy of armed, pan-Indian 
resistance to white encroachment, declared war on the 
Creek National Council, which favored closer ties with the 
United States. 

Because of the red-painted war clubs they brandished, 
followers of the Creek prophets became known as Redsticks. 
Francis was of mixed descent himself—his Indian name 
was Hillis Hadjo—but he became one of the most ardent 
proponents of war and the rejection of American material 
culture. As the Creek Nation splintered, he established Holy 
Ground as a haven where Creeks could purge themselves of 
foreign influence and await the prophesied destruction of 
the Americans. 

In August 1813, more than 700 Redstick warriors, led 
by William Weatherford, who was later called Red Eagle, 
attacked Fort Mims near Mobile and killed 300 settlers and 
opposing Creeks. After pillaging and burning abandoned 

Greg Waselkov watches two students plot artifacts.
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farms across the frontier, the warriors returned to Holy 
Ground and other Creek towns with booty looted from the 
fort—and hundreds of scalps, which they hung from a pole 
in the town’s ceremonial square ground.

Four months later, American forces mounted their 
counterattack and easily overran Holy Ground’s defenses, 
although most of the residents escaped into the forest.  Fran-
cis and Weatherford escaped, too, but not before Weatherford 
accomplished an act of derring-do that not only earned him 
a colorful place in Alabama folklore, but helped to obfuscate 
the location of Holy Ground for the next 200 years.

As recounted decades later by George Stiggins, a Creek 
historian, Weatherford escaped on his horse by leaping into 
the Alabama River from a bluff “50 to 60 feet high” and flying 
“through the air like a cormorant or fish eagle.” Later his-
torians reduced the bluff’s height to 10 or 15 feet, but by 
then the story had legs, and those hoping to pinpoint Holy 

Ground thought they had a landmark to guide them. In the 
1960s, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers designated a site 
along the river Holy Ground Battlefield Park. But neither the 
park nor any other sites once thought to be Holy Ground 
have ever yielded any artifacts indicative of a brief, intensive 
Creek occupation. 

In 2009, however, with a grant from the National Park 
Service American Battlefield Protection Program, Waselkov 
and his colleagues found a new clue to its location in the 
state archives. “It was pretty easy to recognize,” says Auburn 
University at Montgomery professor emeritus Craig Sheldon, 
who has co-directed the search and subsequent excavations. 
He recalls his first glimpse of a state land survey map drawn 
in 1818, only five years after the battle at Holy Ground. 
“There was,” he says, “a big x with a notation that said ‘Holy 
Ground.’” 

The spot on the map, however, is nearly two miles from 

A self portrait of Josiah Francis 

wearing a British officer’s 

uniform. The portrait was drawn 

in England in 1816, where 

Francis was living at the time. 

He later returned to the United 

States and was captured and 

executed by Gen. Andrew 

Jackson in 1818.©
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the park that celebrates one of the iconic events in Alabama 
history. There were no big bluffs nearby. And it lies a half-mile 
from the river where William Weatherford reportedly made 
his daring leap to freedom. 

Then, University of South Alabama archaeologist Raven 
Christopher provided another bit of insight. Using state sur-
vey plats, she concluded that the meandering Alabama River 
had changed course significantly in the last 200 years, mak-
ing earlier accounts of Holy Ground’s whereabouts suspect. 
By transposing the x from the 1818 map onto contemporary 
maps, she placed the site at a spot along House Creek that, 
as it turns out, had once been named Holy Ground Creek.

Still unsure what they would find, the archaeologists 
assembled at the site on April 21, 2010, and began search-
ing the forest of white oak, hickory, hornbeam, and loblolly 
pine. Almost immediately their metal detectors began find-
ing evidence of 19th-century human activity—square nails, 
lead shot, iron axes, fragments of iron kettles, and other 
implements, all covered by a thin layer of soil and leaf litter. 
Hundreds of metal objects were scattered over more than 
seven acres. 

Shovel tests of some artifact concentrations clinched the 
identity of the site. There was a plethora of Chattahoochee 
brushed pottery, a ceramic whose roughened, unadorned 
surface is what Waselkov calls the hallmark of Creek sites 
throughout the Southeast. “The amount of ceramic material 
satisfied me that we had found Holy Ground. There were no 
other large Creek towns anywhere around here.”

IN ADDITION TO THE CERAMICS, THE ARCHAEOLOGISTS 
also discovered “For Sale” signs when they first surveyed 
the site. The vestiges of Holy Ground were spread across a 
number of newly subdivided lots that were on the market. 
Waselkov made an urgent plea to The Archaeological Con-
servancy to save the site, and by the end of the year the 
Conservancy had begun acquiring the land at a cost that 
would eventually exceed $300,000. “We knew we needed 
to move quickly, says Jessica Crawford, the Conservancy’s 
Southeastern regional director. “Holy Ground has been 
largely undisturbed for nearly two centuries, but it wasn’t 
going to stay that way for long.” 

“This site will give us a much greater understanding of 
our ancestors—actually of my ancestors, who fought here,” 
says Robert Thrower Jr., the tribal historic preservation offi-
cer for the Poarch Band of Creek Indians, one of the bands 
that remained in Alabama after the main body of the Creeks 
were removed to Oklahoma. “This is our history.”

“It’s really a fantastic site,” says former University of 
Alabama archaeologist Vernon James Knight. “It is a great 
opportunity to learn something about the Creeks’ cabins, 
but one of the most interesting things about the site may not 
just be what they are finding, but what they’re not finding. So 
far, at least, they’re not finding the large numbers of buttons 
and glass beads that are common at other Creek sites.” He 
says the absence of such accouterments of Western clothing 

This bowl of a ceramic smoking pipe, found in a burned cabin at 

Holy Ground, may be African in form. There were many Africans  

at Holy Ground at the time of the battle, but researchers haven’t 

found much evidence of them in the Creek archaeological record, 

so this is an unusual discovery.

This brass keyhole escutcheon from a small box or chest  

was found in a burned structure.
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may reflect the anti-American sentiment that Francis and his 
followers espoused.

But the number and variety of metal artifacts—iron ket-
tles, axes, door locks, straight razors, and sheet brass arrow 
points—suggest that the Redsticks were not so averse to all 
forms of Western technology. Some of the artifacts, like the 
sherds of white British pearlware Waselkov’s team is finding, 
may have come from the Redsticks’ looting of Fort Mims and 
other American settlements. But some of it may have come 
with the people who left the established Creek towns in 
1813 and moved to the enclave where Francis assured them 
of safety. “When people find something like a cast iron kettle 
that works better than what they had been using, it’s hard to 
go back to the old ways,” says Sheldon. 

The cabins, in fact, hint that the Redsticks were not 
merely copying the way white settlers built their dwellings, 
but adding their own touches. Unlike the simple cabins 
made from round, whole logs, those at Holy Ground appear, 
from the evidence, to have been built with square-hewn logs. 
Waselkov says large amounts of clay daub found around the 
floors of cabins show no sign it was used to chink open-
ings between round logs. Instead, he suspects it was used to 
plaster the house interiors. And unlike the hearths of white 
settlers, which were merely the bases of stick and mud 

chimneys, the Holy Ground Creeks fashioned their cabin 
hearths into raised clay platforms for their cooking fires, just 
as their ancestors had done for generations.

Waselkov, who is skeptical of historical reports that 
as many as 150 houses were burned when the town was 
destroyed, is puzzled by the proximity of the three cabins 
investigated so far, which were built only a few feet from each 
other. He says the tight spacing may have been a defensive tac-
tic. If the density of dwellings found so far is consistent over 
the rest of the site, it could confirm the historical accounts.

Though he would like to test the accuracy of these 
accounts, he has no plans for an extensive excavation. But he 
might be able to accomplish this by remote sensing. When 
heated, iron particles in clay realign themselves, producing a 
magnetic anomaly that can be sensed by metal detectors and 
magnetometers. Because the hearths are large blocks of fired 
clay, the team may be able to detect the signature of other 
hearths without turning another spade full of earth.

“We still have a lot of questions.” Waselkov says. “But we 
no longer have the threat of imminent development, so we 
also have time to answer them.”

MIKE TONER is a Pulitzer Prize-winning writer in Atlanta, Georgia, and a 
frequent contributor to American Archaeology.

Craig Sheldon (right) trowels the floor of a burned cabin. The orange-tinted dirt in the center of the picture is the cabin’s clay hearth.
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In 1963, the diversion tunnels allowing the Colorado 
River to flow around the vast and newly-built Glen 

Canyon Dam in northern Arizona were closed and sealed 
shut. Above it, the water began a slow and steady ascent up 
orange sandstone spires and cliffs, creating a lake that even-
tually extended 186 miles into Utah. Lake Powell, as it would 
be called, would reach depths of 500 feet and snake along 
miles of gorges and grottoes. 

The Act 
That Changed 
Archaeology
Fifty years ago Congress passed the 
National Historic Preservation Act. 
The law has had a profound impact 
on archaeology in America. 

By Wayne Curtis

Starting in 1957, the same year the construction crews 
began work on the dam, archaeologists hastily surveyed thou-
sands of acres of canyon ledges and bottomlands, seeking to 
document what they could before it was lost forever. One of 
those archaeologists was William Lipe, who would go on to 
a long career at Washington State University and be elected 
president of the Society for American Archaeology. (Lipe is 
also a board member of The Archaeological Conservancy.) 
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An excavation crew descends ledges below Loper Ruin during work on the Glen Canyon Project in August, 1958. Bill Lipe is  

in the middle carrying a camera case. Loper, a 13th-century habitation site, was submerged by the formation of Lake Powell.
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The summer of 1958 was the first of four that Lipe, 
then a 23-year-old-year-old graduate student, would spend 
scouring the main and side canyons, sleeping on sandbars 
and showering under small waterfalls. His crew was among 
several working their way through the canyon, document-
ing cliff dwellings, rock art, and artifacts scatters. “The sites 
were pretty small, and there often wasn’t much to excavate,” 
he recalls. “But we did a pretty good job by the standards of 
the time, which are different than they are now.” 

Indeed, between 1958 and 1963, some 2,000 sites rang-
ing from Archaic to more recent historic times were docu-
mented, and to this day data from the Glen Canyon Project 
continues to yield valuable information. But the project’s 
most lasting legacy may be that its hurried attempts at his-
toric preservation served as a vivid reminder that, through-
out America, so much priceless information about the past 
was being destroyed. “There was an awareness that a lot was 
being lost,” says Lipe.

So it was that three years later, in 1966, the National 

Historic Preservation Act (NHPA) was passed by Congress. 
It declared that “the spirit and direction of the Nation are 
founded upon and reflected in its historic heritage,” and 
called for “the establishment of better means of identifying 
and administering” the nation’s historic resources. Few peo-
ple at the time anticipated it, but the NHPA would dramati-
cally change the science of archaeology as it was practiced 
in the United States. 

The NHPA mandated that the federal government place 
more emphasis on preserving its historic resources, and 
establish procedures for reducing the loss of historic sites 
due to the undertakings of federal agencies. It led to the 
creation of 50 State Historic Preservation Offices, and many 
Native American Tribal Historic Preservation Offices, which 
participate in preservation efforts on their lands. 

Any such undertaking involving the federal government 
that could impact any historic building or site listed on the 
newly-created National Register of Historic Places triggered 
a portion of the act called Section 106, which required an 

Archaeologists excavate a bison bone bed that’s thought to be approximately 10,500 years old 

at the Water Canyon site in west-central New Mexico.
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assessment of the potential damage as well as an effort to 
consider mitigating it. This was often done by avoidance—
rerouting a highway or moving a power line elsewhere—but 
if damage or destruction was unavoidable, the building or 
site had to be researched and documented. 

 “The NHPA largely came out of concern for the built 
environment,” says Lipe, and was instigated in response to 
the widespread loss of historic neighborhoods and proper-
ties during the building of the interstate highway system. 
“That really was the turning point,” he says. “Archaeology 
kind of rode along with it.” 

In 1976, the act was further amended to include not 
only sites currently listed on the National Register, but also 
those deemed eligible for inclusion by the appropriate fed-
eral body. Lipe notes that if the Glen Canyon project had 
been undertaken after the act’s passage, the archaeological 
survey would have commenced far in advance of actual 
construction. The act would not have stopped the dam, but 
it would have allowed for less hurried documentation and 
mitigation. 

The NHPA’s impact is so broad because it mandates that 
if the federal government is involved in a project, it must 
consider cultural resources that may be impacted by that 
project. This has resulted in myriad opportunities to discover 
archaeological riches. “Prior to the act, we were only looking 
at big, well known sites, such as Mount Vernon,” says Erika 
Seibert, an archaeologist with the U.S. Department of Agri-
culture’s Rural Utilities Services. Today, these well known 

sites are joined by hundreds of thousands of less notable, yet 
still significant, ones, adding considerably to the archaeologi-
cal record and our understanding of the human experience. 

“The bottom line is that everything changed—the 
kinds of sites that we dig, the kind of people 

who are doing the work,” says Lynne Sebastian, historic pres-
ervation advisor for the SRI Foundation and a former presi-
dent of the Society for American Archaeology. “Before the  
act passed it was basically an antiquarian effort—a few pro-
fessors and their students and folks from a museum would go 
out and dig stuff.” (In the 1940s and ‘50s academic archaeolo-
gists would also sometimes be involved in so called “salvage” 
efforts such as the Glen Canyon Project.) That model was 
swiftly altered. Once the NHPA was broadened to include 
sites that were considered eligible for the National Register, 
the demand for trained professionals to undertake surveys 
and excavations grew exponentially. 

Many universities established contract archaeology 
programs, but even then they were unable to meet this 
demand. So private companies started cropping up to fill 
the gap. Time was of the essence when bulldozers were 
idling and multimillion-dollar projects were being held up, 
and these companies—now generally referred to as cul-
tural resource management (CRM) firms—proved nimbler 
than the universities at submitting proposals and quickly 
hiring the necessary staff. 

As a result, CRM firms now account for the great 

A researcher measures pictographs at Doll Ruin in 1959 during the Glen Canyon Project. The site contained 20 pictographs  

and petroglyphs, most of which were about four-feet tall. The rock art was presumably destroyed by Lake Powell.
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THE AFRICAN BURIAL GROUND PROJECT—During the 
17th and 18th centuries myriad free and enslaved Africans 
were buried in an unmarked cemetery covering over six 
acres in lower Manhattan. The cemetery, which is one of 
the earliest and largest African burial sites in North America, 
came to light because of the construction of a 34-story 
federal office building by the U.S. General Services Admin-
istration. A survey was commissioned in accordance with 
Section 106, and though historical documents mentioned 
the burial ground, it was thought that 19th- and 20th-century 
construction had destroyed any evidence of it.

When many intact skeletal remains were found, con-
struction was halted, and the building plans were revised to 
avoid the cemetery. Excavations provided abundant infor-
mation about the lives of slaves in New York City, including 
their diet (evidence of malnutrition was widespread) and 
the persistence of cultural traditions from Africa (includ-
ing filing teeth into hourglass shapes). Grave goods 
included pocketknives, pipes, and glass beads. Ultimately, 
419 remains were reinterred. The site was designated a 
National Historic Landmark in 1993 and a National Monu-
ment in 2006. The project received a Preserve America 
Presidential Award in 2008.

WATER CANYON—In 2000, the New Mexico Institute of 
Mining and Technology sought to construct a new observa-
tion building at its Energetic Materials Research and Test-
ing Center. The center, located on 9,000 acres amid rolling 
hills and arroyos just west of Socorro, is often used to test 
explosives for the military. 

As part of the Section 106 process, the center 
employed the Escondida Research Group to undertake a 
site survey in advance of construction. What they found 
exceeded expectations. “It’s a hugely significant site,” says 
Robert Dello-Russo, then principal investigator for the firm 
and now director of the Office of Contract Archeology at the 
University of New Mexico. “There hasn’t been a site like this 
found in New Mexico since the original Clovis-type site was 
found back in the ‘30s.”

The CRM firm recommended that the research center 
be built about a quarter-mile away to preserve the site, 
which is called Water Canyon. (The center was never built 
due to unrelated funding issues.) Over the past eight years 
Dello-Russo and his colleagues have resumed their investi-
gation of the site, which has yielded a trove of valuable data.

“It’s a multi-component site, and has intact preserved 
bison bone beds, and a huge paleo-environmental deposit 
we can mine for a lot of proxy data,” says Dello-Russo. 
In addition, they’ve uncovered evidence of hunting in the 
region over many dozens of generations. The recovered 
artifacts included Clovis points dating back more than 
13,000 years ago, and evidence of bison butchered as long 
as 10,500 years ago. 

THE CENTRAL ARTERY PROJECT—Between 1991 and 
2006, one of the most ambitious and expensive urban infra-
structure projects in history took place in Boston. The Cen-
tral Artery Project, better known as the Big Dig, involved 
the building of a 3.5-mile, multi-lane tunnel not far from the 
waterfront of one of the nation’s most historic cities. 

Before the construction began, researchers, poring 
over historic maps and other sources, identified 89 potential 
archaeological sites. The Big Dig’s archaeological project 
was broad not only geographically, but chronologically, 
uncovering sites ranging from prehistoric Native American 
encampments to one of the leading centers of 19th-century 
glass production. 

Archaeologists also found the remains of the Three 
Cranes Tavern in Charleston, which operated for some 
140 years before being burned in the Battle of Bunker Hill 
in 1775. They documented the expansion and changes in 
the tavern during those years, including the move of the 
beer brewing operation from the kitchen to an outbuild-
ing. Five privies were also excavated, and in total several 
thousand fragments of stoneware were recovered from the 
tavern site. —Wayne Curtis

Some Big Digs
The NHPA has led to countless archaeological projects.  
Here are three notable ones:

Archaeologists excavate the Three Cranes Tavern  

during the Big Dig.
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majority—about 90 percent by most estimates—of the 
archaeological work occurring today. “Prior to the NHPA, 
archaeology was totally research-driven,” Sebastian says. Back 
then a professor, working with grad students, would devise 
a series of research questions, then identify and explore 
potential sites in pursuit of answers. These research projects 
often went on for a number of years.

With NHPA, that changed. “We didn’t come up with the 
questions and try to find sites to answer them,” Sebastian 
says. “Suddenly, we had sites that were in the way of a proj-
ect, and we had to come up with questions to ask about 
those sites. The big advantage to the old-style archaeology 
was the question would be posed and the professor would 
spend a whole career trying to answer that one question. 
And so there was a great richness and depth to the research 
that was done. There was a lot of continuity. After the NHPA 
was passed, everything got turned on its head.”

As a result, the data now is often more broad than 
deep; nonetheless, it’s still of great value. In New Mexico, 
for instance, Sebastian points out that much of the fieldwork 
prior to the NHPA had focused on Paleo-Indians and pre-
historic Pueblo dwellers. But these cultures were separated 
by 6,000 years, and little was known about the people who 
lived in between those periods. Because of the copious CRM 
data from projects throughout the state, archaeologists now 
know much more about those people. 

Other CRM data helped shape answers to an age-old 
question: What caused thousands of Anasazi people in the 
late 13th century to abruptly leave the canyons and mesas 
they’d occupied for generations? Data from countless CRM 
sites in the region have demonstrated the vast scale of that 
migration while also challenging some of the assumptions 
about its cause. Analysis of these outlying sites suggests  
that a broader social collapse led to the exodus. As an SRI 
publication states, “The greatest value may well be myriad 
small bits of data, the dots on the map, that enable us to see 
the endless variety of patterns in the material remains left by 
all the people who have occupied this fascinating landscape 
before us.”

The CRM industry has done a great job of discovering 
a ton of sites, and figuring out why they’re significant,” says 
Robert Dello-Russo, the director of the Office of Contract 
Archeology at the University of New Mexico. “We’ve gone 
from just a few hundred known sites in New Mexico to 
almost 200,000 known sites. And we’ve actually filled in 
great holes in our understanding about the past.”

Happy 50th, NHPA.

WAYNE CURTIS is the author of The Last Great Walk: The True Story  
Of A 1909 Walk From New York To San Francisco And Why It Matters.  
His article “Life On The Northern Frontier” appeared the Winter 2015-16 
issue of American Archaeology.

This roofed structure is part of Defiance House, a 13th-century cliff dwelling that’s perched above Lake Powell. 

The structure, which was photographed in 1959 during the Glen Canyon Project, still stands today.
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new acquisitions

T he Conservancy has acquired 
an 80-acre parcel containing the 
Kipp Ruin, a multi-component 

prehistoric community located on the 
floodplain of the Mimbres River about 
six miles east of Deming in Southwest 
New Mexico. The site was first recorded 
by archaeologists in the early 1900s.

There are a series of major sites 
located within a two-mile radius of 
Kipp including Byron Ranch, Carr, 
and Los Dos that are situated around 
now vanished Florida Lake. Although 
Florida Lake appears on a number of 
maps from the late 1800s, it may have 
actually been a shallow pond or spring. 
Prehistorically, the water table in this 
area was high due to a shallow layer 
of bedrock associated with the nearby 
Little Florida Mountains that forced the 
underground flow of the intermittently 
dry Mimbres River to the surface. The 
wet, marsh-like conditions and the 
plant and animal riparian resources 
it attracted made the area a desirable 
place for prehistoric peoples to live. 
In the center of the site is a bedrock 
outcrop covered with dozens of mortar 
holes that was probably where Kipp’s 
inhabitants ground the mesquite beans 
they gathered. 

Kipp is located at the eastern edge 
of the Mimbres region, the northern 
edge of the Casas Grandes region, 
and the western edge of the Jornada 
Mogollon region, and the site has a post 
a.d. 1200 component that appears to 
have evidence of all three cultures, 
including Salado polychrome pottery. 

Saving A Multicultural Site
The Kipp Ruin contains evidence of several Southwest cultures.

Kipp also has pithouse structures that 
appear to date from 100 b.c. to a.d. 
1000. The site’s long occupation span 
may help archaeologists better under-
stand the development and interaction 
of these three Southwestern cultures.

William Walker of New Mexico 
State University conducted field 
schools for four seasons at Kipp begin-
ning in 2006. Most of the site’s cultural 
deposits have been buried under four 
to six feet of mud and silt deposited 
by Mimbres River flooding through the 
years. Walker believes the thick layer 
of mud and silt has preserved major 
portions of the Kipp Ruin and that a 
majority of its structures and features 
may still be intact. 

The site was donated to the 

Conservancy by Rexann Kipp Leary, 
who inherited the property from her 
father, Rex Kipp, a prominent New 
Mexico rancher. —Jim Walker
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A reconstructed polychrome bowl recovered from the Kipp Ruin.
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T he Conservancy has entered into an agreement to pur-
chase the Holmes Group, a very significant Chacoan 
community situated on a Pleistocene terrace above 

the La Plata River northwest of Farmington, New Mexico. 
The site was first recorded by William Holmes in 1875—
hence the name the Holmes Group—and again by Deric 
Nusbaum in 1935. In 1984, archaeologists Richard Watson 
and Margaret Powers identified and mapped 127 surface fea-
tures at the site. Rubble mounds are all that remain of a series 
of structures and features built from dressed sandstone and 
river cobbles that include two great houses, two great kivas, 
and two cobble masonry structures. Chacoan great houses 
are two or more stories high and made of finely trimmed 
and fitted stone with unusually large, often over-built rooms. 

Thirty-Five Years In The Making
The Conservancy acquires a Chaco outlier it first pursued in 1981.

Great kivas are 30 feet or more in diameter. Chacoan style 
pottery is abundant across the site.

Prehistoric roads leading to the settlement are clearly 
visible in LiDAR images of the site, and aerial photos show a 
1,000-foot diameter artificial swale enclosing the community 
center. The swale is believed to have been about 30-feet wide 
and eight-to-12-inches deep when it was first built. The pur-
pose of Chacoan roads remains a mystery, but based on their 
location and other features, they do not appear to have been 
built for transportation. The purpose of the encircling swale 
is also not understood.

There are more than 150 village sites located in the San 
Juan Basin that share pottery styles, architectural features, 
and other characteristics of the dozen or so great houses 

Jim Walker, the Conservancy’s Southwest Regional Director, stands in a partially exposed kiva.
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located in Chaco Canyon proper. Known as Chaco outli-
ers, they are clearly linked to the central core, but just how 
remains a subject of heated debated among experts. Wide, 
straight roads emanate from many of the outliers, although 
they seldom connect two sites together. The outliers date 
to the same period as the major ruins in Chaco Canyon, 
between a.d. 850 and 1130, but they often contain pre- and 

holmes group crowdfunding Project
The Archaeological Conservancy is raising funds for the 
acquisition and preservation of the Holmes Group site, a sig-
nificant Chaco community located in San Juan County, north-
west of Farmington, New Mexico. We are excited about using 
the online crowdfunding platform, Generosity by Indiegogo, 
to raise funds for this important project. We have organized 
the donation amounts into tiers, and each level corresponds 
with a specific benefit. These range from a Conservancy 
sticker to a private tour of the Holmes Group and other 
select sites in the area. This exciting fundraising campaign 
launched this May at www.generosity.com/fundraisers/
holmes-group-archaeological-project.

ConservanCy

Plan of Action
Site: The  
Holmes Group
Culture: Chaco
Status: The site 
is threatened by 
development  
and looting.
Acquisition: The 
Conservancy 
has negotiated 
a purchase of 
40 acres for 
$118,500. 
How you can 
help: Please send 
contributions to The Archaeological Conservancy, attn.: Holmes 
Group, 1717 Girard Blvd. NE, Albuquerque, NM 87106. You can 
also contribute through our new crowdfunding project below.

post-Chacoan elements. At the Holmes Group, there appears 
to be earlier Basketmaker and Pueblo features as well as later 
Mesa Verde features. While there has been extensive excava-
tion and research in Chaco Canyon, the outliers, key elements 
of the Chaco phenomenon, remain largely unexplored.

The Holmes Group is considered one of the largest 
and most complex of all the Chaco-period occupation 
sites. Despite some looting, the features Holmes and 
Nusbaum recorded are still easily identifiable, and the 
research potential is enormous.

The Conservancy first began negotiating with the site 
owner in 1981. The owner’s children have since inherited 
the property, and are interested in selling and preserving the 
site. The Conservancy is acquiring almost 40 acres contain-
ing about 80 percent of the site’s structures and features, 
including the great house and great kivas. —Jim Walker
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These black-on-white ceramic sherds were found on the site’s surface.
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POINT-5
acquisition

In June of 2013, the Conservancy’s Western Regional 
Director Cory Wilkins, and President Mark Michel met 
in northern Washington with representatives of the 

Stillaguamish Tribe to discuss collaborating to preserve the 

A Successful Collaboration
The Conservancy joined forces with the Stillaguamish  
Tribe to preserve a significant site.

tribe’s ancestral lands. At that time, Stillaguamish Cultural 
Resources Representative Kerry Lyste provided the Conser-
vancy with a list of several sites that the Tribe was working 
to preserve. At the top of that list was the Woodhaven site.
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A collection of points discovered at the 8,700-year-old Woodhaven site.
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POINT Acquisitions

The Protect Our Irreplaceable National Treasures 
(POINT) program was designed to save significant 
sites that are in immediate danger of destruction.

WoodhavenH

Woodhaven is an 8,700-year-old habitation and stone 
tool-manufacturing site that consists of extensive lithic 
material and fire modified rock. Analysis of its lithic tools 
and debitage indicated that these items represent all 
stages—from raw material to finished product—of tool 
production. 

The site was initially recorded in 2007 by Garth Baldwin 
and Genevieve Brown of Drayton Archaeological Research 
during a cultural resource survey of a proposed 35-acre resi-
dential development. The archaeologists did 53 shovel tests 
during the survey, 28 of which recovered cultural material. 
Nearly 13,000 lithic artifacts were recovered during subse-
quent excavations in 2008 and 2011, including numerous 
lanceolate points, large bifaces, cobble reduction flakes, and 
scrapers.  A hearth was unearthed as well as a few fragments 
of bone and a piece of obsidian.

In Drayton’s final report on the project, Baldwin wrote 
that, “the quantity, density, and variation among the artifact 
assemblage” make Woodhaven an exceptional site. “It is our 
professional opinion that the integrity of the landform on 

which the site is situated and the assemblage of artifacts 
located there makes the site one of the most significant 
archaeological deposits in the state.”

After determining the importance of the Woodhaven 
site, Wilkins met with a representative of the Gamut 360 
Holdings Company, which owns the Woodhaven property. 
After more than two years of negotiations, the Conservancy 
purchased the site last March. At that time the Stillaguamish 
Tribe and the Conservancy signed a memorandum of under-
standing that allows the Conservancy and the tribe to co-
manage the Woodhaven site. The memorandum also states 
that the tribe will house the cultural material that’s been 
recovered from the site. 

The Woodhaven acquisition is a prime example of a suc-
cessful collaboration between the Conservancy and other 
organizations. In this case, the Conservancy worked with the 
Stillaguamish Tribe to preserve one of the most important 
sites in Washington State, while ensuring the site and all 
cultural material are treated in accordance with the highest 
standards of the Stillaguamish Tribe. —Cory Wilkins
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field notes
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WEST—Two years ago, archaeologist 
Lowell Thomas completed a survey 
of the Conservancy’s Fast Preserve in 
northeastern California as partial credit 
toward his master’s degree at California 
State University, Chico (see “The Fast 
Site Is Surveyed,” American Archaeol-
ogy Spring 2014, page 51). Thomas 
recorded nine prehistoric sites that 
contained rock rings, house depres-
sions, groundstone, projectile points, 
midden deposits, petroglyph panels, 
and other evidence of prehistoric life.

He discovered the land the site is 
on was originally granted as a 160-acre 
Indian Trust Allotment to an Atsugewi 
(Pit River Indian) tribal member in 
1907, one of 47 similar Indian Allot-
ments granted under the Dawes Allot-
ment Act of 1887 to Atsugewi members 
in the immediate vicinity.

Intrigued by the preserve’s rich 
archaeological and historic back-
ground, Thomas decided to do an in-
depth study of the Fast Preserve for 
his graduate thesis work. The resulting 
thesis, titled The Historical Context for 
Indigenous Culture Change in Dixie 
Valley, Northeast California: A Prelude 
to Collaborative Archaeology revealed 
the history of an indigenous people’s 
transition from traditional lifeways to a 
world dominated by Western concepts 
of law, economy, and landownership. 

Under the Dawes Act, Native Amer-
ican land recipients were expected to 
adopt ranching and farming lifestyles, 
become self-sufficient, and integrate 
into American society. As demonstrated 

in Thomas’s thesis, the act proved 
devastating for the Atsugewi and indig-
enous peoples across the nation, who 
struggled to adapt and maintain rights 
to their ancestral lands. The Fast Pre-
serve would remain in Atsugewi own-
ership from 1907 to 1953 before being 
sold to a private party. By the 1960s, all 
47 Indian Allotments had been sold or 
forfeited from Atsugewi ownership.

Thomas’s thesis also highlights the 
importance of collaborative archaeol-
ogy, in which input from indigenous 

groups and other affected parties is fac-
tored into the archaeological research 
plan. While working at Fast, Thomas 
didn’t excavate or recover artifacts in 
deference to the Atsugewi’s wishes. His 
surface survey was complemented by 
archival research, and the input of an 
Atsugewi member who lived on her 
family’s Allotment near the Fast Pre-
serve into the late 1940s.

This past spring Thomas’ university 
honored his work with its Outstanding 
Thesis Award.

Archaeologist Wins Award For His Research At The Fast Site

Lowell Thomas records a rock ring feature at the Fast Preserve.
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Cavanaugh Mound’s erosion is evident in this photograph.

Stabilizing 
Cavanaugh Mound
SOUTHEAST—The Conservancy is 
adding a small, but essential tract 
to its Cavanaugh Mound preserve 
in Fort Smith, Arkansas. The Conser-
vancy acquired the Cavanaugh Mound 
in 2005, and it’s one of the largest 
mounds in the region, which includes 
the famous Spiro Mounds site about  
10 miles away. While there are no exact 
dates for Cavanaugh, it’s believed to be 
a Caddoan Mound (ca. a.d. 1000). Pre-
liminary investigations of the east side 
of the mound and data from ground 
penetrating radar suggest that it was 
built in two or more stages. 

A 1940 description of the mound 
states that it’s 40- feet tall and 200-feet 
on each side, with a historic cemetery 
perched on its flat top. By the 1950s, 
two tunnels had been dug into the 
mound, presumably by looters, and 
by the 1960s a large portion of the 
mound’s southeastern quarter had 
been removed. Throughout the years, 
Cavanaugh Mound has been plagued 
by looting and natural erosion, and now 
it’s approximately 29-feet tall. The grave 
stones from the historic cemetery have 
long vanished and the only trace of the 
graves has been the recent exposure of 

Tamara Stewart, the assistant editor of 
American Archaeology, received the 
2016 Society for American Archaeol-
ogy’s Gene S. Stuart Award for her arti-
cle “Archaeology in the Ice Patches,” 
which was the cover story of the Win-
ter 2015 issue. 

The award, given in memory of the 
late Gene S. Stuart, a writer and manag-
ing editor of National Geographic Soci-
ety books, honors outstanding efforts 
to enhance public understanding of 
archaeology. It’s given to the most inter-
esting and responsible original story or 

series about any archaeological topic 
published in a newspaper or magazine. 
The award included a $1,000 prize.

“Archaeology in the Ice Patches” is 
about the race against time that archae-
ologists face to recover and record arti-
facts that, as a result of global warming, 
are rapidly melting out of ice patches 
in the northern regions of North 
America. Once these fragile artifacts 
are exposed, they quickly deteriorate. 

The award was presented in April 
at the annual meeting of the Society 
for American Archaeology in Orlando, 

American Archaeology Assistant Editor Wins National Award

Florida. This is the fourth time in the 
last seven years that an article in Amer-
ican Archaeology has won the award.
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human remains due to erosion. Despite 
this, the mound remains mostly intact. 

Erosion is still a problem, however, 
so the Conservancy has begun a stabili-
zation project that requires cutting the 
trees off the edge of the mound as well 
as clearing small trees and brush around 
it so that truck loads of fill dirt can 
be brought in to rebuild Cavanaugh’s 
missing section. The stabilization proj-
ect required a new survey to establish 
the boundaries of the Conservancy’s 

property. Much to our surprise, there is 
a small piece of land between our prop-
erty and a road that separates it from an 
adjacent trailer park. 

This tract, which is less than an 
acre, is where some of the stabilization 
work will take place. Since it’s next to 
the mound, it probably also contains 
cultural resources. The Conservancy 
contacted the owner, who generously 
agreed to donate this tract of land that 
will allow us to stabilize the mound. 

Je
S

S
ic

a 
c

r
aW

Fo
r

d

Tamara Stewart holds her award.
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Reviews

The Wichita Indians:  
People of the Grass House
By Susan A. Holland
(Rowe Publishing, 2015; 50 pgs., illus., 
$20 cloth, $14 paper; rowepub.com)

Kansas archaeologist Susan Holland has 
produced this brief, non-technical introduction to 
an important Great Plains tribe found in central 
and southern Kansas and parts of Oklahoma and 
Texas. Much of the material in this book comes 
from extensive excavations of Wichita sites for a 
highway project in and around Arkansas City.

The Wichita lived in large villages of 
distinctive bee-hive-shaped houses located near 
streams. The houses were constructed of a 
wooden frame covered by bundles of prairie grass 
that grows up to 12-feet tall and could last up to 
14 years. The Great Plains nurtured large herds of 
elk and bison as well as turkeys and waterfowl. 
Hunting and gathering was supplemented by 
growing corn, squash, sunflowers, and tobacco.

This book will get the reader started in 
Wichita history and culture, and it is also a 
guide to more in-depth research of an interesting 
segment of Native America.

First Coastal 
Californians
Edited by  
Lynn H. Gamble
(School for Advanced 
Research Press, 2015; 144 pgs.,  
illus., $25 paper; www.sarpress.org)

The California coast was teeming with food, drawing early Native 
Americans and nourishing them for millennia. The Pacific Ocean 
served up a rich variety of fish, shellfish, and marine mammals. 
Inland, the people could hunt land animals and collect acorns, seeds, 
roots, and bulbs. Numerous fresh water streams were filled with fish. 
Food was so abundant that the coastal Indians of California never 
saw a need to take up farming. There were no cities or monumental 
architecture, only simple villages tied together by thriving networks  
of trade, religion, and community.

Lynn Gamble, a prominent archaeologist at the University 
of California at Santa Barbara, has brought together 27 notable 
archaeologists, ethnographers, and Native American scholars in  
this collection of 17 essays covering the major aspects of the story  
of the first coastal Californians. They developed a rich and diverse 
culture and their trade and social interactions helped them cope with 
sudden climatic shifts, violent storms, and prolonged droughts.

For more than 100 years, archaeologists have been excavating 
the remaining villages, shell mounds, and other remains in search of 
information about these remarkable people. In the past 13,000 years, 
the sea level has risen 250 feet as the last ice age came to an end. 
Some of this nation’s most intensive development has taken place 
here, and there has been a race against time to salvage information. 
Drawing on the latest in interdisciplinary research techniques, 
archaeologists have coaxed a vivid story from the earth. This volume 
also contains a discussion of watercraft, the key tool of coastal 
society for both collecting food and for trade. Archaeological and 
ethnographic evidence combine to give us a good picture of these 
boats, and they are being re-created today by modern Natives.

First Coastal Californians is written for the general public, and 
it is richly illustrated with black and white and color photographs, 
maps, and original drawings. The ninth volume in an excellent series 
on early Americans, it is a wonderful introduction to one of America’s 
most interesting and complex native cultures. —Mark Michel
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Masters of Empire:  
Great Lakes Indians and 
the Making of America
By Michael A. McDonnell
(Hill and Wang, 2015;  
416 pgs., illus., $35 cloth,  
$17 paper, $17 ebook; 
www.fsgbooks.com)

Masters of Empire tells the little known story of the Anichinaabeg people 
of the Great Lakes and their role in the conflicts between imperial France 
and Britain and between Britain and the rebellious American colonies. 
They are known to us as the Ojibwe (or Chippewa) and the Odawa  
(or Ottawa) and they occupied the area linking lakes Michigan, Superior, 
and Huron, especially around the Straits of Mackinac. Dozens of 
villages bordered the lakes and the several islands, controlling access 
to the territory to the west known as the pays d’en haut between the 
Great Lakes and the Mississippi River. Through their control of this key 
gateway, author Michael McDonnell argues, the Odawa profoundly 
shaped European imperialism in North America. The fur trade depended 
upon them, and no European canoe could pass without their assent. 
They became masters at playing the French off against the British, and 
the Odawa often dictated the terms.

McDonnell, a historian, draws on journals, diaries, and letters to 
document this story that makes a strong argument for the powerful role 
of the Odawa and their brethren. Much of this history focuses on the 
great Odawa leader Charles-Michel Mouet de Langlade. The son of a 
French father and Odawa mother, Langlade forged alliances with other 
tribes and led assaults on the Europeans.

1n 1752, Odawa and Ojibwe warriors led by Langlade attacked a 
Miami village and took British captives. This incident led to the French 
and Indian War, the North American theater of the global Seven Years’ 
War between the European powers. Langlade is alleged to be the leader 
of the group that killed General Braddock near Fort Duquesne (now 
Pittsburgh) and the massacre at Fort William Henry in 1757. But when 
the British prevailed, he joined with them in a new alliance, and aided 
British General Burgoyne in his campaign against the American colonies. 
After American independence Langlade and his allies fought the armies 
of George Rogers Clark and Anthony Wayne in the Mississippi Valley.

Throughout this very readable history, McDonnell makes a strong 
case for the power and skill of the Odawa and Ojibwe in shaping their 
future and the future of the American continent. It is a native-driven 
history that fills a void in the formative years of the republic and a 
re-interpretation of the role of Natives in influencing American history.

Jungle of Stone: The True Story 
of Two Men, their Extraordinary 
Journey, and the Discovery of  
the Lost Civilization of the Maya
By William Carlsen
(William Morrow, 2016; 544 pgs., illus., $29 
cloth, $16 ebook; www.harpercollins.com)

In October 1839, John Lloyd Stephens, an American 
lawyer-diplomat, and Frederick Catherwood, a British 
architect and artist, set sail for Central America. 
Stephens was to take up a diplomatic post in 
Guatemala City, but more importantly they were 
determined to explore the jungles for a lost civilization. 
Both men had traveled widely and independently in 
the Middle East, Greece, and Rome, and Stevens had 
produced a popular travelogue on the region. Over the 
next three years they covered hundreds of miles by 
mule in Honduras, Guatemala, and Mexico, recording 
the astounding Maya ruins of the region. The result 
was the publication of two amazing volumes that, 
for the first time, described the area and this lost 
civilization. Stephens was the writer, and Catherwood 
provided stunning illustrations. The books were a 
sensation in the United States and Europe. They were 
also the beginning of Maya archaeology, and the 
first to recognize the extent and sophistication of the 
Mesoamerica people. They are still widely used today.

California journalist William Carlsen tells the 
story of the intrepid explorers as he retraces their route 
through the jungle in a beat up Toyota. Part travelogue 
and part serious biography, Jungle of Stone is a lively 
adventure story about two of archaeology’s most 
exciting pioneers. Matching Catherwood’s illustrations 
with new photography gives the reader a visual record 
of the ruins, then and now.
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The Archaeological Conservancy

Expeditions
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Monte Albån is one of the oldest cities in Mesoamerica, dating to approximately 500 b.c.
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Emerald Mound, in southwest Mississippi, is 35-feet tall 
and covers eight acres.

When: October 15 - 22, 2016
Where: Tennessee, Arkansas, Louisiana,  
and Mississippi
How Much: $1,895 ($300 single supplement) 

Beginning in Memphis and following the Mississippi 
River south to Natchez, our week-long journey covers 
more than 5,000 years of history, taking you from 
ancient earthen mounds to Civil War battlefields. The trip 
offers an exciting opportunity to learn more about the 
rich and complex mound-builder cultures that flourished 
along the Mississippi River valley until the arrival of the 
Europeans.

While taking in the charms of the Old South, we’ll 
visit many important sites, including Emerald Mound, 
the third largest Mississippian mound in the United 
States. We’ll also visit sites from historic times, including 
the Grand Village of the Natchez and the Civil War 
battlefield at Vicksburg. Several of the Conservancy’s 
preserves, such as Watson Brake Mounds, which may 
be the oldest mound site in North America, are also 
featured on the tour.

Oaxaca
When: October 28 - November 7, 2016
Where: Mexico
How Much: $2,695 ($310 single supplement) 

Join us in Oaxaca, Mexico, during one  
of the most unusual festivals anywhere— 
the Day of the Dead. On this day, people 
prepare home altars and cemeteries to 
welcome the dead, who are believed to 
return to enjoy the food and drink they 
indulged in during life. Rather than  
being a morbid occasion, this is a 
celebratory event.

Our tour explores the Mixtecan  
and Zapotecan archaeological sites in  
the region, including Mitla, Monte Albán, 
San José Mogote, and Dainzú. You’ll 
have the opportunity to explore Oaxaca’s 
museums and markets as well as several 
crafts villages featuring weaving, pottery, 
carved animals, and other local art.

Peoples of the Mississippi Valley



Maya of Chiapas and Tabasco
Where: Mexico
When: February – March 2017

This tour takes us to some of the more 
out-of-the-way but spectacular Maya 
ruins in southern Mexico that flourished 
between A.D. 300 and 900. We begin 
in the tropical lowlands and end in the 
fabulous highlands of Chiapas among 
the modern Maya people. We’ll see 
tremendous pyramids, unbelievable 
sculptures and murals, and modern 
arts and crafts. 

We begin our adventure with a 
visit to La Venta, a major Olmec site 
with a great earthen pyramid. We 
will then visit Comalcalco, Palenque, 
Bonampak, and Yaxchilán. Then we 
leave the tropical lowlands for a long 
climb into the Chiapas mountains to 
the large Maya center of Toniná.  
The site is dominated by its acropolis,  
which rises some 233 feet up the side 
of a steep hill. We’ll continue climbing 
to reach the colonial-Indian town of San Cristóbal de las Casas where we’ll spend two nights. We’ll then visit the charming Tzotzil 
Maya villages of San Juan Chamula and Zinacantán. Our guide will be noted Maya scholar John Henderson of Cornell University.
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Archaeologist John Henderson points to El Castillo, 
a huge pyramid at Xunantunich in Belize.
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Palenque’s magnificent ruins make it a popular destination. The city’s palace  
is seen in the upper right of this photo.

Belize and Tikal
Where: Belize and Guatemala
When: January 2017

Our tour begins on the coast of Belize, where you’ll tour Belize 
City, see Altun Ha, and take a boat ride up the New River to 
Lamanai, a Maya trading center established before Christ and 
occupied until a.d. 1641. From the coast you’ll travel to the inner 
reaches of the country and explore the splendid mountaintop 
palace of Cahal Pech.

A ferry ride will take you to the ruins of Xunantunich, once 
an important trading center. There you’ll tour El Castillo, a classic 
example of the Maya technique of constructing a pyramid over an 
older pyramid. From Xunantunich you’ll visit the recently excavated 
ceremonial site of Caracol, the largest Maya site in Belize. 

You’ll also visit Yaxhá, a city 19 miles southeast of Tikal that 
features an impressive series of plazas and platform groups. At 
Tikal, you’ll spend two days exploring one of the most magnificent 
Maya centers situated in the Petén rain forest. Thought to have had 
a population exceeding 75,000, Tikal once spanned an area of 
more than 25 square miles. John Henderson, a leading scholar on 
the cultures of Mesoamerica, will lead the tour.

Upcoming Tours
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Patrons of Preservation
The Archaeological Conservancy would like to thank the following individuals, 
foundations, and corporations for their generous support during the period  
of February through April 2016. Their generosity, along with the generosity  
of the Conservancy’s other members, makes our work possible.

Life Member Gifts of $1,000 or more
harryette campbell, Missouri
Paul gardner, Ohio
Kris gremillion, Ohio
John r. guth, New Mexico
robert s. holbrook, Oregon
James and Katherine Kotas, Florida
Karen neuwald, California
William and Priscilla robinson, Arizona
robert and holly sieck, Ohio
bruce tarkington, Tennessee

Anasazi Circle Gifts of $2,500 or more
ralph l. burnham, Virginia
leslie and colin Masson, Massachusetts
clinton and stephanie smullen, Tennessee
Jim Walker and Michael Palmer, New Mexico
gordon and Judy Wilson, New Mexico

Foundation/Corporate Gifts 
asc group, Ohio (in memory of Frank W. otto)
the butler Foundation, New Hampshire
harry l. Willett Foundation, Colorado
leF Foundation, California
the ruth and robert satter charitable trust, Maine
summer hill Foundation, Connecticut

Gifts of Distinction
The Anasazi Circle is an elite group of members who contribute 

$2,500 or more annually to the Conservancy’s ongoing efforts 
to permanently preserve America’s cultural treasures. Since its 
inception in 1993, participation in the Anasazi Circle has  
increased by over 267 percent.

Anasazi Circle member support is essential to the 
Conservancy’s ability to continually expand its preservation goals. 
It is crucial to preserve information regarding our nation’s past so 
we can better understand it. Cultural evidence is often destroyed 
before proper analysis can be done, and the knowledge is lost 
forever. The Conservancy uses donations to act quickly to protect 
sites and prevent significant information from being destroyed.     

The benefits of Anasazi Circle membership include discounts 
on tours, recognition in American Archaeology, an award-winning 
magazine, and an invitation to an exclusive seminar weekend this 
October in Albuquerque, New Mexico, where you’ll learn about the 
archaeology of the Chaco culture and its outlying communities.  
By sending in your donation of $2,500 or more today, you can 
ensure your invitation to the Conservancy’s 2016 Anasazi Circle. 
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