Archaeological Perspectives on Gender and Women
in Traditional Cherokee Society
by Christopher B. Rodning

ARCHAEOLOGY AND CHEROKEE HISTORY

Archaeologists have cultivated an interest in gender as a topic worthy of
consideration in their efforts to study the past. Some of the earliest books and essays
about archaeological studies of gender concentrated on undoing the male bias of
many archaeological narratives about the past,' many of which have presumed that
gender roles in native North American communities and the distinctions between
public and private spheres, for instance, are or were comparable to those in the minds
of European American colonists who began exploring and settling the North Ameri-
can landscape in the sixteenth century. More recent archaeological studies of gender
build upon some of those earlier critiques to specifically study gender and cultural
change within specific communities;* their topics range from African chiefdoms, to
Mayan hieroglyphs and monuments, to prehistoric Hohokam groups of southwestern
North America, to the Iroquois of northeastern North America, and many others. One
major point to draw from these scholarly studies is simply that understanding cultural
traditions about gender roles and identities is a valuable step towards understanding
the ways that people in the past have interacted with each other and the ways that they
have created communities. Another important point is that the voices of women and
other groups have often been unseen and unheard in narratives about the past. Look-
ing and listening carefully for these voices can become a stepping stone towards ever
richer interpretations about social and cultural history.

This essay reviews archaeological evidence about gender in native communi-
ties in southern Appalachia that likely predate or are contemporary with the historical
moment at which the Cherokee became known as such in journals and letters written
by nonnative colonists.> First, I make some comments about what gender is, espe-
cially as it relates to the study of Cherokee culture and its history. Then, I review
ethnohistoric knowledge about kinship and community in the eighteenth century,
when Cherokee women held prominent places as clan leaders whose power and

authority complemented that of the male chiefs and warriors who were leaders of
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townships. These sections develop the background for my description and interpreta-
tion of archaeological evidence from the upper Little Tennessee Valley in what is now
southwestern North Carolina. My focus is an archaeological site near the confluence
of Coweeta Creek and the Little Tennessee. My conclusions offer some comments
about how archaeological and historical studies of the Cherokee and other native
peoples in southern Appalachia complement each other within the common interests
of both disciplines in studying cultural continuity and change in the past.

My hope is that my writing and that of other archaeologists will reach not just
other archaeologists and ethnohistorians but will speak to native people as well.
Recently, archaeologists interested in Native American cultures and communities
have begun to tackle this challenge.* Ideally, both Native American people and the
archaeologists who study their ancestors can both contribute to and learn from this

exchange.’ This ideal is something that many archaeologists have begun to pursue.

GENDER
Perdue’s book (Cherokee Women: Gender and Culture Change, 1700-1835)

about Cherokee gender and culture change in the eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries offers an interesting perspective on the way historians think and write about
the past.® Traditionally, historians have concentrated on major events and historically
visible players in the wars, trade, and treaty negotiations of the past.” Recently,
ethnohistorians have amply illustrated that another rich layer of social history is
recoverable through close readings of evidence about the everyday lives of people,
including people whose voices are neither clearly nor prominently recorded in jour-
nals, letters, treaties, and other primary written sources.® Perdue’s book takes this
critique and develops a compelling narrative about Cherokee social history and the
endurance of some cultural traditions through years of dramatic and even tragic
cultural change.

Her critique about the way historians have written and should write about the
past is applicable to American archaeology.’ Traditionally, archaeologists have
concentrated on the lives of past elites, whose social status and place are represented
by monumental architecture and prestige goods that have a greater archaeological
visibility than the architecture and other material culture associated with more routine
aspects of past lifeways. Meanwhile, there has been greater attention devoted to the

lives of men than those of women and children, and several scholars have noted this
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imbalance. An interest in gender has guided archaeologists to a greater awareness of
how different members of a community relate to and interact with each other. !°

Gender refers to social expectations about the kinds of relationships and roles
within communities that men, women, and children should adopt during different
stages of their lives."" Gender is a cultural phenomenon, and although gender roles
and identities are related to the age and biological sex of individuals, these biological
characteristics are neither the only nor necessarily the most significant determinants
of gender roles and identities. Nor are men, women, and children the only gender
groups within different cultures and communities, for many members of different
native communities were berdache, or males who chose to adopt gender roles and
identities more commonly associated with women.!2

Gender roles and identities in many native North American communities of
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were sharply divided.!?* Cultural conventions
about gender roles and identities made clear distinctions between the tasks associated
with women or with men, differentiated the roles of men and women in communal
rituals, and created associations between men and women with different parts of the
natural and cultural landscape. Not only were the gender roles and identities of men
and women distinct, but they complemented each other within the social structure of
their communities. This complementarity enabled Native American women and men
to derive social status and even power through their own gender roles and identities

within their communities. 4

KINSHIP

Perdue’s recent book includes a chapter (“Chapter 2: Defining Community”)
about the ways that the Cherokee of the eighteenth century defined their communities
and relationships among different communities through the bonds of kinship.!
Among its many insights is the point that matrilineal kinship was a pervasive influ-
ence on the way people lived their lives. Membership in one clan or another (there

are seven traditional Cherokee clans!®) had implications for where people lived and

whom they married. Maternal uncles and grandmothers (here referring to the Euro-
pean conception of a grandmother!’) contributed to raising the children of fellow
clanswomen. A child was a member of his or her mother’s clan from birth. A man
became a member of his wife’s clan upon marriage. Perdue’s book and other writings

clearly demonstrate the prominent role of clan membership and kinship in structuring
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traditional Cherokee communities.

Cherokee women were vested with the power of kinship. Men were related to
fellow clan members only by virtue of their relationship to a woman, whether a
mother or a sister or a wife. Women were the lynchpins of the traditional clan kin
network, and their status as clan leaders persisted in many ways throughout the
otherwise dramatic episodes of cultural change in native communities during the .
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. As Perdue has written,'® '
The descendants of Kana’ti and Selu defined themselves as a distinct people in ways
that did not always make sense to European observers. Cherokees called themselves
Ani-Yun Wiya, the Real People, which distinguished them from others with whom
they had contact, but the bonds that held them together were obscure. Living in 13
scattered villages separated by rugged terrain, Cherokees spoke several dialects of a
common language, but no clear boundaries demarcated their territory and no political
authority delineated citizenship. Only kinship seems to have bound Cherokees
together in the early eighteenth century. Unlike the civic duties of European citizen-
ries, the prerogatives and responsibilities of kinship extended to women as well as
men. Furthermore, the Cherokees traced kinship solely through women. This cir- 5
cumstance gave women considerable prestige, and the all-encompassing nature of the
kinship system secured for them a position of power.

Cherokee women thus wielded significant power within their communities.
Men were not without a source of power and prestige of their own, of course. Con-
siderable historical and archaeological evidence, as well as cultural memory, points to
the status of men as advocates for the interests of their home towns, through a variety
of activities. As Evans has written,'®
In early eighteenth-century Cherokee society a man could gain fame from either a
diplomatic or a military career. The Great Warrior Oconastota (sic), although a poor

speaker and a complete failure as a diplomat, achieved great distinction from his *
many successful military expeditions. Attacullaculla (sic), who led a number of war

bands without notable success, gained a great reputation from his superior skill in
negotiations. The subject of [Evens’] biography, Ostenaco, was a rare individual in r

that he gained exceptional distinction in both fields.
Cherokee men gained status primarily as warriors, hunters, traders, diplomats,
and stickball players, roles that would have taken them away from their hometowns

for extended periods of time.?° Upon returning to their hometowns, men likely spent
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several days and nights within the council house—also known as the townhouse*'—

performing rituals of purification commensurate with the nature and outcome of their

travels. Perhaps the adult men of Cherokee communities spent as much or more time

in townhouses as they did in their clan households. Their affiliation with other

Cherokee men may have been a major component of their identities as members of a
f matrilineal community. It is interesting to consider whether Cherokee men stayed in
council houses when they were visiting other native towns, or whether they might
have stayed with local members of their clan. They would likely stay in the house-
holds of Cherokee clan kin, or in the communal council house in towns where they
had no relatives. ‘

Cherokee women gained status primarily as gardeners, heads of households,
clan leaders, and perhaps potters and weavers.”? Their likely roles as leaders of some
aspects of communal rituals—as dancers or the providers of feasts*>—may have gone
unrecorded in primary historic sources precisely because these journals were penned
by colonial men. Just as groups of Cherokee men may have associated themselves
with the architecture of council houses, women may have had architectural space of
their own within the built environment of Cherokee villages. Several colonial authors
of the eighteenth century described Cherokee summer and winter lodges, and my
opinion is that more than just dwellings these buildings or building pairs were archi-
[ { tectural landmarks associated with local members of Cherokee clans. Women in

traditional Cherokee society did wield the power of kinship, which entitled them to
significant voices about membership in their communities and the social places of
those members within their communities. Given the prominence of women in tradi-
tional Cherokee society, it is not inconceivable that native people would have associ-
ated them and their clans with certain architectural spaces in their communities.
% Children are as yet an understudied group in the history of the Cherokee and
other native peoples, although historical studies of mission schools offer a window
upon the status of children in Cherokee communities.?* Cherokee children were
members of their biological mothers’ clans. Cherokee children would likely have
viewed their biological mothers’ brothers as significant male parental figures, perhaps
more significant influences than their biological own fathers. It is of course likely
that there were rites of passage through which children became adult members of
their communities, when they would have adopted gendered roles and identities as

adult men and women, although such rituals among the Cherokee are not well docu-
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mented in written materials from the eighteenth century.

The following section of my essay reviews archaeological evidence relevant
to the topic of gender and cultural traditions of Cherokee communities of the eigh-
teenth century and earlier. It concentrates mostly on the archaeology of one locality

in southwestern North Carolina that was excavated some thirty years ago.

4R .

ARCHAEOLOGY IN THE UPPER LITTLE TENNESSEE RIVER
VALLEY

Throughout much of the 1960s and 1970s, UNC archaeologists conducted
fieldwork in the mountain counties of western North Carolina to study the origins and g
development of Cherokee culture. This fieldwork encompassed areas historically
associated with the Middle, Out, and Valley towns.? Archaeologists in neighboring
states have conducted fieldwork in the areas of the Lower and Overhill towns, as
well.2® Archaeological fieldwork has continued in the years since the Cherokee
archaeological project in western North Carolina, but this essay concentrates on
archaeological materials gathered during the Cherokee archaeological project itself.”” %
This fieldwork included both archaeological surveys and excavations. Sur-
veys are the methods by which archaeologists look for aboveground clues about the
locations of archaeological sites; they often involve walking across plowed fields and
woodlots and looking for broken pieces of clay pottery and stone tool debris that (
betray the presence of archaeological sites hidden underground. Maps drawn during
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and journals from the eighteenth century have
also offered many clues about where to look for sites.”® Excavations involve the
systematic removal of dirt to uncover the traces of architecture that are sometimes
preserved underground; this painstaking process includes sifting all the excavated dirt
to look for artifacts and the careful mapping of everything recovered from different '
areas within sites. Excavations were undertaken at sites selected partly due to the
richness of the set of artifacts found on the ground surface and partly due to expecta-
tions about the locations of historically known towns.?® All the artifacts and written t
records from surveys and excavations were brought back to the university archaeol-
ogy lab.
My focus here are some of the materials gathered during this archaeological
fieldwork years ago, especially that at the Coweeta Creek site. I was not involved in

any of this fieldwork myself, and I was actually born after much of this fieldwork was
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done. I rely upon all the notes, maps, and artifacts curated here at UNC since the
excavations were done. Several other archaeologists have likewise been going back
to the shelves of museums and archaeological archives as much as out in the field to
learn as much as they can from the material culture of the past, in North Carolina and
elsewhere.

f Both surveys and some archaeological excavation have been conducted in the
upper Little Tennessee River Valley and the areas associated with the Middle Chero-
kee towns of the eighteenth century.®® The archaeology of this part of western North
Carolina has received somewhat less attention in the published literature than have

the Tuckasegee, Swannanoa, and Pigeon river valleys further northeast.*!

ARCHAEOLOGY AT THE COWEETA CREEK SITE
During the long field seasons between 1965 and 1971, UNC archaeologists

excavated the material remnants of a Cherokee village and council house along the

western bank of the upper Little Tennessee River. One UNC anthropology student

wrote his master’s thesis describing some of these excavations and comparing them to

those at other sites in southern Appalachia.’?> Another UNC anthropology student

wrote his master’s thesis to compare the different kinds of ceramics associated with

different groups of the historic Cherokee.>* These theses are the primary written

| statements about archaeology near the confluence of Coweeta Creek and the Little
Tennessee River, although other archaeologists have offered their impressions about
the significance of the Coweeta Creek site itself.>*

Figure 1 shows the location of the Coweeta Creek archaeological site, located

within the area historically associated with the Middle Cherokee towns (Figure 2) *
in the eighteenth century. When Carolina militias led by James Grant scorched the

t upper Little Tennessee Valley in 1761, they noted the mounds at Nequassee and
Cowee but did not record a township centered at Coweeta Creek.”® When Carolina
militiamen led by Griffith Rutherford visited the upper Little Tennessee Valley in
1776, they visited mounds and abandoned towns at Nequassee and Cowee but did not
note a major township centered at Coweeta Creek.”” When Pennsylvania naturalist
William Bartram visited the upper Little Tennessee Valley in 1775, he passed through
the village of Echoee en route to the Cowee mound and associated town but presum-
ably did not find a major town at Coweeta Creek.*® For these and other reasons, I

think that Coweeta Creek represents a major Cherokee town center dating to the very
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early eighteenth or more likely to the seventeenth century.*

Figure 3 shows the layout of architectural features at the Coweeta Creek
archaeological site, including the council house (Figure 4),% several dwelling houses
with hearths and vestibule entryways (Figure 5),*' the courtyard, and several dozen
graves. This map warrants some further description. The triangles are schematic
representations showing the locations of burials. The solid circles are schematic \
symbols that represent hearths. The other unshaded curvilinear shapes represent
black stains in the yellowish brown clay where wooden posts once stood. Many of
these posts formed the frames of houses; mud and sticks would have been woven
between the posts forming the walls of winter lodges such as those found in the
southeastern corner of the Coweeta Creek excavations.*> Winter lodges and council
houses likely had bark or thatch roofs with smokeholes above the hearths; summer
houses are perhaps represented by constellations of postholes shown on this map just
southeast of the Coweeta Creek courtyard.*> The council house included a square
building with rounded corners and a central hearth, and a rectangular pavilion just
outside its entrance that probably looked like a summer house; the council house is
represented by all the posts, the hearth, and other architectural remnants shown in the
upper portion of the Coweeta Creek site map.** The council house was built and
rebuilt at least six times during its tenure as the architectural center of its township;
this activity created the low mound visible to the Coweeta Creek excavators.* Given {
this architectural layout, I think that Coweeta Creek compares favorably to written
descriptions of the spatial layout of traditional Cherokee communities.*

Graves placed in certain parts of the site would have been referenced to these
different architectural spaces within the Coweeta Creek community. Most of the
burials associated with the council house were resting places of men, presumably
prominent town leaders. Most of the graves in the village were those of women, ‘
whose public roles within the community were tied to their status as leaders of their
clans, which were associated with architectural landmarks different than the council
house itself. There is always some uncertainty involved in identifying the age and sex
of individuals based on the bones and teeth that archaeologists sometimes find in
burials, but the patterns are certainly interesting in light of ethnohistoric evidence
about the distinct roles of men and women in these native communities. My interpre-
tation is that they reflect the separate and complementary social spheres in which men

and women in the Coweeta Creek community achieved status.
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This gendered pattern in the placement of graves at Coweeta Creek is visible
at other archaeological sites. Excavations at Coweeta Creek uncovered 88 burials,
and a comparable pattern is visible in the 65 burials at the Warren Wilson site some
75 miles northwest on the Swannanoa River in Swannanoa.*’ There are some 802
burials known at the pre-17th century Ledford Island site on the lower Hiwassee -

s: River,* and some 511 burials from the pre-17th century Toqua site on the lower Little
Tennessee in eastern Tennessee.* These are much larger datasets than the 88 burials
from the Coweeta Creek site, and they show comparable patterns in the spatial layout
of burials and buildings. There are 117 burials from the sites representing Cherokee
towns of Chota and Tanasee, and again this gendered pattern is visible.* My argu-
ment from this evidence is that the gender distinctions made through the burial of
people in different architectural spaces are critical clues for understanding the social
structure of the community represented by the Coweeta Creek archaeological site.
Another essay of mine describes the grave goods associated with the dead at
Coweeta Creek in somewhat more detail than what is offered here. One male elder
was buried with pieces of mica, seven arrows, shell ear pins, shell beads, and other
artifacts — a suite of artifacts likely symbolizing his status as a prominent warrior
and town leader’—his grave was placed underneath the council house pavilion.
Another male elder was buried with a stone pipe, shell ear pins, and a shell gorget
! engraved with a rattlesnake motif — often associated with the elite of pre-Columbian
paramount chiefdoms*?>—his grave was placed in the council house. One pair of
women buried in a house just south of the courtyard were associated with turtle shell
rattles, consistent with ethnohistoric evidence of native women wearing rattles during
dances.5® Several children were associated with shell pendants, as well as other shell
ornaments.> Shell ear pins are commonly associated with relatively old males buried
at the Coweeta Creek site. The only two clay pots associated with buried individuals

at Coweeta Creek were associated with children whose biological sex cannot be

[ —aadl

identified. There are no grave goods such as copper plates that clearly differentiate
any subgroup of the Coweeta Creek community as a distinct, hereditary elite, as is the
case at the Etowah site in Barstow County, northern Georgia,> or at the Citico site in
Hale County, eastern Tennessee.® Nor are there any colonial trade goods clearly
associated with burials at the Coweeta Creek site, contrasting their widespread pres-
ence in graves at Overhill sites along the lower Little Tennessee River,”” and at sev-

eral Siouan sites in the North Carolina Piedmont.”® Some categories of grave goods at
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Coweeta Creek may indeed have gender-specific meaning. But the relatively even
distribution of them in townhouse-related and village-related burials at Coweeta
Creek suggests that a relatively egalitarian community put them in the ground with
their ancestors.

The significance of this pattern is that men and women whose hometown
stood at the confluence of Coweeta Creek and the Little Tennessee River were associ- i
ated with different social institutions housed within different architectural spaces in |
the community. The association between men and the council house and between
women with other architectural landmarks at the Coweeta Creek archaeological site
compares favorably with ethnohistoric evidence about the different public roles and

statuses of Cherokee women and men in traditional society. (

THE PLACE OF WOMEN IN TRADITIONAL CHEROKEE
SOCIETY

The consideration of gender is imperative for a holistic understanding of the
social significance of burials and buildings at Coweeta Creek and other contemporary (
archaeological sites. This case study reveals the distinct and complementary sources
of public status for men and women in the Coweeta Creek community.
Theda Perdue’s presentation at the Cherokee Women’s Conference made the
point that traditional narratives about Cherokee history have often overlooked the \
experiences of women and their contributions to their communities. The study of
women not only gives them their rightful place in the annals of Cherokee history, but
it enriches our understanding of the social roles and identities of other members of
Cherokee communities as well. Her critique of the way Cherokee history has been

written is applicable to the way archaeology has been written, and an interest in the

archaeology of Cherokee women sheds light not only on the lives of women in the \

past, but on the lives of men and children in their communities as well. ]
Rayna Green’s presentation at the Cherokee Women’s Conference highlighted

the power wielded by women in traditional Cherokee society. This power has derived !

largely from their status as lynchpins in the framework of Cherokee kinship. Men
have been members of certain Cherokee clans and their households by virtue of their
Kin relationships with women. This aspect of membership and social place had major
implications for the allocation of resources and the residential patterns of traditional

Cherokee communities in the eighteenth century.” Archaeological evidence hints that
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native women in southern Appalachia held comparable kinds of social authority and
influence during earlier centuries.®

My suggestion that the sources of social status for men and women in native
communities in southern Appalachia during the seventeenth and early eighteenth
centuries were distinct from each other is not likely to surprise readers familiar with
eighteenth-century Cherokee culture. I would argue, however, that understanding the
social structure of Cherokee communities before the deerskin trade and cultural
interactions of the eighteenth century is critical to understanding Cherokee cultural
change as documented in historical and archaeological records of the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries. I would suggest, furthermore, that continued archaeological
study of pre-Columbian and postcontact sites in southern Appalachia can offer more
insights about how and why gender parity and egalitarianism prevailed among Chero-
kee communities of the eighteenth century. This point is important because the
eighteenth-century cultural landscape of greater southern Appalachia was likely very
different in many respects than it was in the centuries before the Cherokee became
known by that specific name.

EPILOGUE

Most of the archaeologists of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
who have studied Native Americans are not Native Americans themselves.®! The
ways that archaeologists tend to think and write about the past reflect a European
American rather than a Native American mindset and worldview.®* Archaeology is
certainly not the only way of knowing the past. The cultural memories held by native
people themselves about their ancestors are a case in point. These different ways of
knowing the past need not threaten each other. Perhaps they can even complement
each other.

Like many historians, archaeologists tend to think of time as a linear phenom-
enon. Years pass, and one generation grows to replace its elders. While there are
continuities from generation to generation and memories of those who have gone
before, this appreciation of the passage of time makes distinctions between the recent
and more distant past.

Unlike academics, many native people perceive time as more of a cyclical
phenomenon. People are not separated from their ancestors by a certain number of

years, but rather their ancestors are given a place in the present. Even from this
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perspective, the ancestral status granted people in prayers and rituals performed by
the living acknowledges that they are members of earlier generations.

The ancestors of the people who became widely known as the Cherokee in the
eighteenth century are inaccessible through written records. Written descriptions of
Cherokee culture in the eighteenth century are certainly valuable clues about their
predecessors. Cultural memories and oral traditions of the Cherokee themselves are

S———

relevant to scholarship in academic disciplines such as ethnohistory. Preserved traces
of the architecture and other material culture of these communities also offer valuable
glimpses in their own right of the roots of Cherokee culture in this pre-Columbian
past.

Spatial patterns in the layout of burials and buildings at the early Cherokee {
town center described in this essay reflect the place of ancestors in the lives of this
community in the late seventeenth or very early eighteenth century. Women seem to
have been laid to rest in graves associated with houses that were themselves associ-
ated with one clan or another, as was the case at the later towns of Chota and Tanasee
downriver. Some men seem to have been buried in graves associated with the com-
munal council house, a pattern visible at the archaeological sites representing Chota |
and Tanasee as well. The resting places of children are found in both townhouse and
village space, and perhaps children were buried beside close clan relatives. My
interpretation of these patterns is that there were mortuary spaces set aside for these
different gender groups, and that the architecture standing near these graves would
have preserved cultural memories of them. The congruence between this pattern and
ethnohistoric evidence about Cherokee culture of the later eighteenth century is a
remarkable testament to the persistence of some aspects of traditional culture
throughout the dramatic cultural upheavals associated with the deerskin trade.

The presence of this pattern among native communities of the greater southern

- -~

Appalachians predating the eighteenth century is significant for understanding the
broad sweep of Cherokee social history. It demonstrates the antiquity of one key *
aspect of the structure of kinship and community associated with later generations of
Cherokee people in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. My recom- ‘
mendation based upon this conclusion is that there is much more to learn from the ‘
archaeology of southern Appalachia about the social structures and gender conven-

tions that bound native men and women together in the centuries before the arrival of

Euramerican colonists.

-
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Figure 1. Cherokee town groups and select archaeological sites in southern
i Appalachia.
' Figure 2. Archaeological sites and historic towns in the upper Little Tennessee
Valley.
Figure 3. Archaeological map of the council house and village at Coweeta Creek.
Figure 4. View after excavation of the hearth (center), postholes (throughout), and
entrancetrenches (lower) from the townhouse at the Coweeta Creek site.
Courtesy UNC Research Laboratories of Archaeology.
Figure 5. View after excavations of the hearth (center), postholes (throughout), and
i entrancetrenches (right) from a winter lodge at the Coweeta Creek site
Courtesy UNC Research Laboratories of Archaeology.
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