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PREFACE

Background

Much of the interior of the Southern Appalachian Mountains, princi-
pally the area in western North Carolina bounded by the Great Smoky
range on the west and by the Blue Ridge on the east, remained until very
recently virtually unknown archaeologically. Among the deficiencies was
a lack of data upon which to build a sound reconstruction of the origins
and synthesis of the culture of the Cherokee Indians who were known to
have occupied the area in the historic period. Archaeologists, however,
did not refrain from speculating on the "Cherokee problem." They based
their iiterpratations on ethnohisterical and linguistic grounds and on
archaeological information obtained from surveys and limited excavations
on the southern and western fringes of the mountains. In 1832, Joffre
Coe (1961: 59-60) stated that

by tradition, history, archaeology, and intuition the Cherokee
have been moved south from the Ohio and the St. Lawrence, west from

Mississippi, east into Tennessee, and north out of Georgia. For

the most part, the conclusions regarding the Cherokee have come

about as the byproduct of work oriented toward other problems. . . .

I do not believe, however, that work on the periphery will ever

solve the heart of this problem. A thorough investigation of the

Middle and Valley towns of the Cherokee must be completed before

many of the present questions can be answered.

In 1960 an investigation of the Middle and Valley town areas was
begun by the Research Laboratories of Anthropology of The University of

North Carolina at Chapel Hill, under the direction of Coe. Field work,
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continued until the present, was financed in part by the National Science
Foundation. Laboratory analyses and interpretive studies are in progress

and will continue in the future.

Objectives

In the following discussion the Pisgah culture is defined on the
basis of a unique assemblage of material remains manifest in ceramics,
artifacts, structures, features, burials, and food refuse. Descriptions’
of these remains are presented, and a particular emphasis is placed on
the delineation of diaénostic traits. The pottery, defined in partial
terms by past studies, is examined in detail and organized into a series
of types.

Comparative and distributional analyses are used to place the
Pisgah culture within generalized temporal and geographical bounds. The
derivation of specific traits is examined in terms of origins within the
tocal developmental framework and with reference to possible interaction
with non-mountain cultures.

An important aspect of the study naturally relates to the problem
of Cherokee origins. In this regard, traits of the Pisgah culture are
compared with traits known to be part of the historic Cherokee culture,
the intention being to detect patterns of continuity or change from the

late prehistoric to the historic period.

Resources

Information utilized in this study comes from surface coilections

and excavations in western North Carolina, northwestern South Carofina,

iii

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



eastern Tennessee and southwestern Virginia. Artifact collections were
examined first-hand in most instances, but in others the author relied
on photographs or on published or unpublished descriptions.

Accounts of excavations were available for a few sites, but either
the work was of limited extent or the sites were peripheral to the
Pisgah culture. Also, some of this work was conducted as long ago as
1880, when archaeological recovery techniques and data reporting were
crude by modern standards.

The work of the Research Laboratories of Anthropology of The
University of North Carolina, conducted between 1960 and 1969 in western
North Carolina, was of primary importance. Extensive survey data was
acquired during that period, and excavations were conducted at key sites.
Intensive excavation at the Warren Wilson and Garden Creek sites produced
the bulk of the data relevant to the Pisgah culture. The author was
field supervisor of the Warren Wilson project during the summers of 1966,

1967, and 1968.

Terms

In this paper, the term "culture" ié used to mean "a recurrent
complex of artifacts and traits which can be empirically distinguished
by the archaeologist from other such 'cultures'" (McMichael 1960: 12).
Preference for this term over those of "phase" or "focus" rests upon a
helief of this author that the latter terms are too restrictive in their
usefulness. "Phase" tends to imply a segment of a narrowly defined
linear sequence, while "focus" recalls the taxonomic pigeon-holing to
which the McKern system was subjected.

The designation Southern Appalachians is used here essentially as

iv
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it is by physiographers, to denote the southern portion of the Appa-
lachian Mountain chain. Archaeologists have used the term in a broader
sense to include the area in which paddle stamped pottery predominated
in late prehistoric times. For instance, Holmes' "South Appalachian
Province" (1903: 130 and Plate IV) included all of Georgia and South
Carolina and adjacent portions of Alabama, Florida, North Carolina and
Tennessee. More recently Caldwell (1958: 34-52 and Fig. 6) has discussed
the "Southern Appalachian Traditien" in terms of roughly the same geo-
graphical area as Holmes. While the broader, ceramic-based definition
is certainly applicable to the area under consideration, references to
the Southern Appalachians in the following discussions are to be taken

in the narrower physiographic sense unless otherwise noted.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

The Cherokee Archaeological Project

The Research Laboratories of Anthropology, under the direction of
Joffre Coe, began an intensive program of archaeological research in
western North Carolina in 1960 through grant GS717 of the National
Science Foundation. The purposes of this project were to provide data
for the reconstruction in general terms of the prehistoric sequence in
the mountain area, and to investigate specifically the origins of
Cherokee Indian culture.

As a preliminary to excavation, site surveys were initiated in
several of the mountain counties as early as 1958. Through these
surveys, many new sites were located and an effort was made to pinpoint
historically documented Cherokee towns. The collections made at this
time were used to set up a tentative cultural taxonomy; they have con-
tinued to be of value in distributional studies such as that of Pisgah
ceramics in Chapter II.

In 1964, excavations at two house sites, one on the Tuckasegee
River in Jackson County (ka12) and another on the Hiwassee River in
Cherokee County (Cevl5), produced valuable information on the 18th-
century Cherokee (Coe and Keel 1965: 5) (Fig. 1).

In 1965, larger-scale digging commenced at two mound-and-viflage

sites. One of these (Hw°1) located at the juncture of the Pigeon River
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and Garden Creek in Haywqqd Cqunty, and the othgr (Ma®34) at the junc-
ture of the Litt]g Tennessee River and Coweeta Cregk in Macon County
(Fig. 1). Work at the former site was concluded in 1967, whereas work
at the latter is still in progress.

In 1966, excavations were begun at a village site (BnV29) on the
campus of Warren Wilson College in Buncombe County (Fig. 1). This pro-
ject also is still in operation.

Additional test excavations and surveys have been continued through-
out the duration of the project. In 1967, tests at a stratified sgite
(8n¥9) Tocated at the confluence of Gashes Creek and the Swannanoa River
near Asheville (Fig. 1) were instrumental in defining the relative
temporal placement of several cultural complexes.

The procedures and techniques of excavation emp1oyed at two of the
sites--the Garden Creek and Warren Wilson sites--will be discussed in
the following paragraphs. These sites contained strong Fisgah compo-
nents and produced the bulk of the data utilized in this study.

The Garden Creek site occupies approximately 20 acres of ground on
the south side of the Pigeon River, above its juncture with Garden Creek
(Fig. 2). Actually several roughly contiguous sites are involved. A
mound at the northeast end of the area, nearest Garden Creek, is labeled
HwO1 (Plate I), and the village area around it is designated HwY7. On
s1ightly higher ground, about 1200 feet west of H®1, a second, somewhat
smaller mound is labeled Hw®2. The village area arqund it is designated
HwY8. The remnant of a third mound is 1qcat¢d approximately 909 feet to
the south of Hw®2 and is labeled Hw°3. Thgre is no apparent village

debris around this third mound.

The earliest investigation of Hw®2 was conducted in 1880 by
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A. J. Osborne for the Valentine Museum of Richmond, Virginia. Osborne's
work consisted of digging a large hole into what he believed to be the
center of the mound. He succeeded in finding several poorly preserved
burials accompanied by shell beads (see Chapt. IV, p. 195). When the
Research Laboratories began work on this mound in 1965 it was activeiy
being destroyed by the owner for the acquisition of fill dirt. A large
section of the remaining structure already had been bulldozed away. The
excavation of Hw®2 was completed in 1966.

Hw®1 also had been tested in past years as was evidenced by two
"potholes" found at the approximate center of the remaining structure.
One of the holes had been dug at a fairly early date and may have been
the work of Osborne or of one of the Valentine brothers. A second,
smaller hole had been dug in more recent times by local residents. The
Research Laboratories began the excavation of H®1 in 1965 and continued
the work for successive field seasons until completion of the mound unit
in the fall of 1967.

Excavation was not feasible in the village area around Hw°2, but
there was some work in the village area adjacent to HwO1.

Excavations at both Hw®1 and Hu2 were carried out along a five-
foot horizontal grid. In both cases an effort was made to avoid deep
vertical cuts in order to preserve the remaining portions of floors and
building stages. In short, the techniques of excavation were aimed at
dismantling the mounds in the reverse order of their construction.
Necessary stratigraphic profiles were obtéined at the mound margins and
were carried down in stages‘as the horizontal stripping progressed.

At HwO1, two five-foot wide trenches, begun well off the mound,

approached the center at right angles (Plate II). Initially, only the
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plowed soil was removed in these trenches, but even from this there were
indications of two superimposed floors. Additional removal of plowed
soil along the mound periphery yielded information on the extent of
erosion damage and revealed a ramp area on the southeast side.

Excavation from this point involved the removal of slump and out-
wash zones on the mound margins and the delineation of the toe of the
most recent mound fill. The structure was then dissected by removing
the successive floors and fill stages. Except for zones of relatively
sterile clay fill, all soil was sifted through 1/4- or 1/2-inch screens.
Both hand-operated and mechanical sifters were employed. Midden-bearing
pitfill and outwash were sifted through fine-mesh screen.

Horizontal control was maintained by the use of a five-foot grid
and vertical control was established at a permanent datum located to the
west of the mound proper. Photographs and scaled plottings were used to
record structural information encountered during excavation. |

The Warren Wilson site (BnV29) is located on the north bank of the
Swannanoa River in Buncombe County. It comprises about 3 acres of ground
on a Tow natural terrace in the interior of a bend in the river (Fig. 3
and Piate III). At this point, the river has just passed through a hilly
region to emerge into a stretch of relatively broad alluvial bottoms.
Within this stretch are a number of additional sites, several of which
have produced remains of the Pisgah culture.

Prior to excavation at the Warren Wilson site and following two
separate plowings, systematic surface collections were made along a 50-
foot grid. In the winter of 1965 the site was mapped and a test exca-
vation was made. More intensive work was begun in 1966 with *he

objective of digging on the site for a single summer. Several factors,
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however, soon made it advisable to extend these plans. Early in 1966 it
was learned that a TVA reservoir was scheduled to flood the Swannaroa
Valley by around 1975. Also, it soon became apparent that the site
contained the relatively well preserved plan of a Pisgah village and
that there were underlying strata containing the remains of earlier
occupations. In addition, an exceilent working arrangement between
Warren Wilson College and the Research Laboratories led to plans for a
co-sponsored field school. The work is now to continue until the
completion date of the reservoir.

The Warren Wilson site is naturally stratified, with cultural
remains extending to a depth of approximately four feet over most of the
site (Plate IV). There is a plow zone 0.8 to 1.2 foot deep which
contains mixed remains of the Pisgah, Connestee, and Pigeon cultures.
The Pisgah remains are overwhelmingly the most numerous. On reaching
the bottom of the plow zone, an undisturbed tan-colored sand is encoun-
tered. Within this zone, which is from 0.5 to 0.8 foot thick, are found
in situ remains of the Swannanoa culture. Also appearing at this level
are numerous pits and postmolds which are intrusive from the Pisgah
village level. Below the Swannanoa zone (Zone B) are two successively
older pre-ceramic zones (Zones C and D), and below these there is
sterile river sand and finally gravel.

Excavation proceeded along a 10-foot grid: vertical control was
maintained from a permanent datum set in the ground at the southeast
corner of the site. The plowed soil was removed in two equal levels and
sifted through 1/2-inch mesh screens which were either manually or
mechanically operate. (Plates V and VI). A Tlarge portion of che arti-

fact assemblage from the site came from this zone and would have been
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lost if the plowed soil nad not been sifted. In addition, missing
pieces from artifacts or pottery vessels found in pits often turned up
in the material from the overlying plowed soil.

When the plowed soil had been completely removed from a square,
plow scars were cleaned out and the excavation floor was carefully
troweled. Then a ten-foot tower was moved to the edge of the north side
of the square so that overhead photographs in black-and-white and color
could be taken (Plate VII). The camera lens was at an angle of about
30° from vertical, making these photographs impractical for constructing
aerial mosaics as Joffre Coe has done for the Town Creek site. They
nevertheless have provided valuable re*-~rence supplements.

In plotting the features in each square, steel tapes were attached
to two adjacent grid points and measurements were made by triangulation
(Plate VIII). Using this method, a1l postmolds, pits and features in
each square were drawn to a 1 inch = 1 foot scale. These drawings later
were transferred to a master plotting (Fig. 13).

Postmolds usually were not excavéted except in those squares which
were to be taken to deeper levels, since the primary goal of the project
was to record as large a portion of the village area as possible within
the Timited period for excavation. Sguares not excavated below the
plowed soil were backfilled and can be reopened for additional work in
the future.

Large disturbances, such as burial pits, refuse pits, hearths, etc.
always were excavated, since they contained the only comprehensive
samples of culturally associated Pisgah remains. The contents of these
features were given careful treatment both in the field and in the lab-

oratory. The soil was subjected to fine-screening and flotation in the
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field, or in some cases it was boxed and taken to the laboratory for
processing.

In subsequent chapters, the remains frem the Warren Wilson site
will receive the most detailed attention. Analyses are stili to be

completed on most of the Pisgah materials from the Garden Creek site.

Outline of the Mountain Sequence

The recent work of the Research Laboratories in western North
Carolina has succeeded in delineating a number of cultural complexes
which heretofore were either unknown or only partially known from infor-
mation gathered'on the peripheries of the mountains. The spatial
extents and temporal relationships of these cultures are still not fully
understood in most cases, but it is pos§ib1e nevertheless to present an
outline of the sequence as it is understood to date.

The so-called Paleo-Indian period is known from the mountains only
by occasional fluted, lanceolate projectile points which appear in
private collections. These points turn up with enough regularity to
suggest that there was human activity in most of western North Carolina
prior to the development of an Archaic tradition.

Early Archaic cultures are recognized through the presence of
Hardaway and Palmer projectile points in surface collections. For
instance, Holden (1966: 50) found Palmer points made from quartz,
quartzite,and chert on ten difierent sites in Transylvania County.
Several broken sections of bifacially-flaked artifacts of heavily
patinated "Carolina slate", exhibiting chipping characteristics of tools
found in early Archaic contexts farther to the east, were found in the

Towest levels (Zone D) at the Warren Wilson site.
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Middle to Late Archaic artifacts have appeared in surface collec-
tions from all of the western counties and have been recovered in
several of the recent excavations. Holden (1966: 50-54) recognized
Kirk, LeCroy, Stanly, Morrow Mountain, Guilford,and Savannah River pro-
jectile point types in her survey of Transylvania County. Examples of
all of the above were noted by the author in his examinations of surface
collections from the other counties, but as yet no quantified distri-
butions have been acquired. These points are most commonly made of
quartz and quartzite, but chert occurs with frequency in the far western
counties and slate is of minor importance on the eastern mountain
fringe. | |

At the Warren Wilson site a few Morrow Mountain projectile points
of quartz have been found at the bottom of Zone C. The upper portion of
Zone C has produced an abundance of information on a culture having
medium-sized stemmed projectile points mostly from "Carolina slate". In
some respects these points resemble the Savannah River type, and it is
suspected that they represent an intermediate stage between larger,
“classic" Savannah River points and smaller, crudely-stemmed points of
the early ceramic period. Also associated with this complex are fully-
grooved axes, pear-shaped manos, mortars, hammerstones, and steatite
vessels. There are numerous stone-lined pit hearths, some of which are
grouped around roughly circular patterns of rocks, which may represent
the remnants of living floors. Additional evidence of this same Late
Archaic culture was found beneath the Towest pottery-bearing zone at the
Gashes Creek site, which is located on the banks of the Swannanoa River
several miles downstream from the Warren Wilson site.

Remains of the Swannanoa culture overlie the Late Archaic zone at
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the Warren Wilson site. Pottery is present in abunﬂance. The sherds
are orange to brown in color and have a rather friable texture. They
are tempered with abundant grit and usually have a cord marked surface
finish. Fabric Marked pieces are next in frequency, followed by plain,
bold simple stamped and bold check stamped. The vessel form is a large
conoidal pot with a pointed or rounded bottom. The rim is straight with
@ rounded 1ip. Rare decorations of the rim area include notches or

punctations along the top of the 1ip or short incisions running down the
outer vessel surface just below the rim. A few examples were noted on
which the incisions were crossed to form a band of "X's" around the rim.

Swannanoa ceramics are present in surface collections from most of
the mountain counties. Holden (1966: 60-64) referred to this pottery as
the "Early Series" and described in some detail two types--Early Cord
Marked and Early Fabric Marked. Close parallels to Swannanoa pottery
are found in the Vincent and Badin series of the North Carolina
Piedmont (Coe 1964) and in the sand-tempered variety of Watts Bar Cord
Marked and Watts Bar Fabric Marked of eastern Tennessee (Lewis and
Kneberg 1957: 7). On the basis of these affinities, the Swannanoa
culture can be dated roughly to the late centuries B.C., perhaps lasting
in some areas until as late as A.D. 500-600.

Associated with this pottery are small crudely-stemmed projectile
points of chert, quartzite or slate, expanded-center bar gorgets,
tubular clay pipes, celts and steatite vessels. Hearth areas are pre-
sent in the form of large clusterings of fire-fractured rocks. These
mostly appear to have been constructed on the surface of the ground and
rarely in shallow pits.

The Pigeon culture is known primarily from the excavations at Hw?2.
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Additional data come from the surface surveys and from the excavations
at the Warren Wilson site. Pigeon ceramics are characterized by medium-
sized pots with round or flat bottoms and tetrapodal supports. Rims are
straight to slightly recurved. Temper is composed of moderate to large
amounts of crushed quartz. The outer surfaces of the vessels usually
are check stamped, simple stamped or plain. Plain sherds exhibit tool-
ing marks from having been Tightly rubbed with a piece of steatite.

This left the surface with a slight sheen. Other minority forms of
surface finish include Tinear check stamping, cord marking and compli-
cated stamping.

Vessels finished with the check design frequently are stamped only
as far up as the shoulder, with the remaining area between the shoulder
and the Tip being left plain and having ;he steatite tooling. Compli-
cated stamping consists of both curvilinear and angular deéigns. The
curvilinear designs are very similar to those found in Swift Creek
Complicated Stamped (Broyles 1968: 49-55 and Wauchope 1966: 54-57) and
the angular patterns are reminiscent of those in Napier Complicated
Stamped (Wauchope 1966: 57-60).

In the surface surveys, Pigeon pottery was most frequent in the
eastern and central mountain counties, with its distribution extending
into Tennessee along the Pigeon and French Broad rivers and into South
Carolina on the upper Saluda and Savannah drainages. Holden (1966: 64-
67) described three types for the Pigeon Series in Transylvania County--
Pigeon Simple Stamped, Pigeon Check Stamped and Pigeon Plain.

At the Warren Wilson site, Pigeon pottery was found in the plowed
soil overlying the Swannanoa zone. According to the field directors of

the 1969 excavations at this site (James Reid and Velletta Canouts,
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personal communications), a midden deposit along an old river bank
remnant has yielded Pigeon and Connestee pottery together in a zone of
more recent age than Swannanoa and older than Pisgah.

At HwO2 Pigeon pottery occurred primarily in the mound fill and in
the pre-mound humus. Several pits contained, in addition to the pottery,
a number of prismatic flake blades made from exotic chert together with
fragments of clay anthropomorphic figurines. Also present in these same
contexts was a small number of rocker-dentate stamped and zone-punctated
sherds. These sherds, along with the blades and figurines, can be
compared with similar remains from the Mandeville site in Georgia (Keel
1967: 4).

Whereas affinities for most Swannanoa ceramic traits are to the
north and east, the presence of small amounts of check and simpie
stamping indicates some connections to fhe south. The more southerly
influence became dominant in the development of the Pigeon Series, with
obvious similarities to the stamping techniques and vessel forms of
Deptford pottery (Wauchope 1966: 47-54). This interaction continued for
some time, as evidenced by the later introduction of complicated
stamping of both curvilinear and angular varieties. It is also probable,
by virtue of the occasional presence of rocker-dentate stamped and zone-
punctated sherds (along with blades and figurines), that the Pigeon
ulture participated in the radiation of Hopeweliian traits which
Griffin (1967: 136) has proposed. However, either this radiation lasted
Tonger than Griffin indicates or there was some lag in jts penetration
into the western Carolina mountains. Pigeon ceramics probably began
their development around A.D. 400-500 and persisted in some areas to

possibly as late as A.D. 1100.
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