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21.  Building and Rebuilding Cherokee 
Houses and Townhouses in 
Southwestern North Carolina

 Christopher B. Rodning

Abstract: This chapter considers the applicability of the house society model to 
the study of native towns in the southeastern United States and, specifically, 
of Cherokee towns in southwestern North Carolina. I focus on the history of 
building and rebuilding dwellings and public architecture by the Cherokee 
town located at the Coweeta Creek site from the fifteenth through early eigh-
teenth centuries A.D. I identify two different patterns of structure rebuilding 
at this site, associated with differing spatial layouts of this settlement dur-
ing two different episodes in its settlement history. The structures themselves 
were made of wood and other perishable materials, but practices of rebuild-
ing in place created permanence in the arrangement and alignment of archi-
tectural space.

  Houses are perishable. Structures themselves periodically need up-
keep, renovation, and rebuilding. Material culture kept inside structures needs 
maintenance and replacement. The groups of people associated with structures—
whether lineages, descent groups, or local communities—experience cycles of life, 
death, and generational replacement. How can houses create permanence out of 
perishable materials? How can houses anchor themselves within landscapes and 
within the built environment of the settlements of which they are part? As did na-
tive groups throughout southeastern North America, the community at Coweeta 
Creek built dwellings and public structures out of wood, earth, bark, and thatch. 
This chapter outlines the history of building and rebuilding structures at the 
Coweeta Creek site in southwestern North Carolina, which dates between rough-
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ly A.D. 1400 and 1700 and which therefore spans the period just before and after 
European contact in the southern Appalachians. Attachments of people to place 
are manifested architecturally at different scales at this site, both at the scale of in-
dividual dwellings and at the scale of the community as a whole in a public struc-
ture known as a townhouse. Different modes of structure rebuilding are evident 
at this site, corresponding to different arrangements of architectural space that 
were present at different points in the history of this settlement. This archaeologi-
cal evidence therefore offers us some insight into the ways that houses—and the 
town as a whole—attempted to achieve durability and permanence even though 
both architecture and people are inherently impermanent.
 Carsten and Hugh-Jones (1995:36–42) have advocated a historical approach to 
the study of houses and house societies, given the relatively static and ahistori-
cal framework developed in Lévi-Strauss’s (1982:163–174) writings on the topic. 
They encourage anthropologists to consider the processual nature of houses, that 
is, the dynamic relationships between people, the architecture and placement of 
houses, and the social identities embedded within dwellings themselves. Struc-
tures, in this perspective, are not merely backdrops to people’s lives. Rather, they 
actively shape people’s lives and the nature of the communities they form. As 
one manifestation of houses, structures experience cycles of life and death and 
generational renewal and rebirth.
 This chapter considers evidence for the durability of houses at the Coweeta 
Creek site as an example of the applicability of house society models to archaeol-
ogy in southeastern North America (Dickens 1976, 1978, 1979; Keel 1976; Rod-
ning 2001a, 2001b, 2002a, 2002b; Ward and Davis 1999:183–190). First, I discuss 
examples of how archaeologists have reconstructed and interpreted cycles of 
building and rebuilding structures at past settlements in several different areas, 
and I consider archaeological and ethnohistoric evidence about Cherokee houses 
and the public structures known as townhouses. Then, I outline the history of 
building and rebuilding structures at Coweeta Creek, and I demonstrate changes 
in rebuilding patterns that correspond to temporal changes in the layout of this 
late prehistoric and protohistoric settlement in the mountains of southwestern 
North Carolina.

Building, Abandoning, and Rebuilding Structures

  My interpretation of architectural continuity at Coweeta Creek is guid-
ed by archaeological perspectives from different culture areas on the life cycles of 
public architecture and on the ways that the material manifestations of houses an-
chor people within the landscape. Archaeologists have noted the symbolic mean-
ings attached to architectural spaces—and specific structural materials such as 
posts and hearths—by houses (Adams 2005; Joyce 2000; Marshall 2000). Others 
have demonstrated close connections between living members of houses and pre-
ceding generations in the form of burials—both the graves of people and the bur-
ied remnants of structures themselves—that create architectural threads weaving 
generations of houses together (Kirch 2000; Krause 1996; Schambach 1996). Of 
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course, structures demand upkeep and renovation, but those activities may coin-
cide with socially meaningful events. Structures experience cycles of building and 
abandonment, or abandonment and rebuilding, and such events often correspond 
to major episodes in the history of the groups housed within them.
 Several recent publications have outlined cycles of building, renovating, aban-
doning, burying, and rebuilding structures, and evidence of such an architectural 
cycle is present in the remnants of public and domestic structures at the Coweeta 
Creek site. Creel and Anyon (2003) have described several steps in an architec-
tural cycle involving the ritual retirement of communal pit structures in the Mim-
bres Valley of New Mexico between A.D. 800 and 1140. Mimbres pit structures 
include semisubterranean dwellings and also communal structures, the latter of 
which are identifiable by the presence of sipapus and other ritual features, and 
pithouses also represent the prototype for ritual structures in the Anasazi and 
Mogollon areas of the Southwest known as kivas (Gilman 1987). Offerings were 
made to communal pit structures in the Mimbres Valley when they were first 
built and when these pit structures were burned down and abandoned. These of-
ferings included pots, stone slabs, smoking pipes, beads, bracelets, and perhaps 
also posts that were embedded within walls. When communal pit structures 
were abandoned, they were burned down, as one prescribed step in the lives of 
these architectural spaces. The burned remnants of these public structures were 
then buried, after center posts were taken out. Later burials that were placed in 
the abandoned communal pit structures demonstrate the long-term visibility and 
long-term memory of these points within the Mimbres Valley landscape.
 Similar dedicatory offerings and cycles of burning and burying ritual archi-
tecture are seen in archaeological remnants of kivas in Chaco Canyon in New 
Mexico. Crown and Wills (2003) propose an average interval of 20 years for the 
cycle of building, burning, burying, and rebuilding Chacoan kivas during the 
period between A.D. 900 and 1140, with rebuilding events taking place at major 
moments in the life cycles of the groups associated with the kivas themselves. 
The temporal associations of building and abandoning kivas and communal pit 
structures at major moments in local and regional history in the Southwest are 
comparable to findings about the periodicity of Mississippian platform mound 
construction in the greater southern Appalachians, where it is thought that events 
during which mounds were built and enlarged coincided with periods of social 
or political crisis and instability (Hally 1993, 1996, 1999).
 Architecture not only creates space in the present, but it also often references 
the material remnants of past structures, which accentuates the role of an architec-
tural space as both a gathering place and as a point of attachment for the memory 
of past generations. Tringham (2000) argues that the burned remnants of Neolithic 
houses in eastern Europe are not just rubble, but, rather, they are ideologically 
meaningful elements of later stages of structures built atop and around them. 
Schambach (1996) demonstrates evidence of comparable cycles of burning and 
burying houses at late prehistoric Caddoan mounds in Arkansas. Krause (1996) 
relates cycles of burying and rebuilding structures to the succession of leadership 
within the Mississippian chiefdom centered at the Snodgrass mound in the Ten-
nessee River valley in northern Alabama. Walker (2002) characterizes the practice 



Cherokee Houses and Townhouses  467

of building, burning, burying, and rebuilding puebloan architecture in the Ameri-
can Southwest as the purposeful effort of creating ritual stratigraphy. Marshall 
(2000) describes evidence—both archaeological and ethnohistoric—of the cura-
tion of house pits and hearths in the Pacific Northwest and the practice of keeping 
houses in place from one generation to another. Gerritsen (2003) shows that many 
Late Iron Age and early Roman longhouses in the Netherlands were rebuilt beside 
preceding dwellings on rural farmsteads, creating an offset spacing of “new” and 
“old” houses that parallels the overlapping life cycles of successive generations of 
people. Structures themselves in these examples are relatively ephemeral. They 
are durable not because of the architectural materials themselves but because of 
the continual effort of rebuilding and remembering them.
 These archaeological cases demonstrate that the lives of structures parallel the 
lives of the people housed—literally and symbolically—within them. This per-
spective guides my approach to understanding practices of building and rebuild-
ing both public and domestic architecture in the southern Appalachians during 
late prehistory and protohistory. The condition of the wood and earth with which 
structures in the southern Appalachians were built undoubtedly affected deci-
sions about when and where to build and rebuild dwellings and public archi-
tecture, but abandoning and replacing structures would have created chances to 
renew the identities of the groups associated with them and to renew social ties 
between generations.

Cherokee Towns in Southern Appalachia

  Many public and domestic structures at late prehistoric settlements in 
the southern Appalachians are analogous to the townhouses and dwellings that 
were present at Cherokee towns during the eighteenth century (Anderson 1994; 
Faulkner 1978; Polhemus 1990; Schroedl 1998; Sullivan 1987). Townhouses formed 
the hubs of public life in eighteenth-century Cherokee communities (Schroedl 
2001). Ramadas were often situated beside townhouses, forming covered areas 
outside entryways. Outdoor plazas were kept in areas beside townhouses and 
townhouse ramadas. Documentary sources from the eighteenth century indicate 
that Cherokee townhouses were settings for town council meetings, events re-
lated to trade and diplomacy, dances and other rituals, and more casual gather-
ings of male elders (Brett Riggs, personal communication 2004; Corkran 1969; 
Gilbert 1943; Goodwin 1977; Hatley 1993; Hill 1997; Williams 1927:59, 1928:95–96, 
132, 136, 1930:453). Townhouses were landmarks for Cherokee towns, they ma-
terialized the identity of a local group of households as a town, and the fires 
kept in townhouse hearths manifested the social and spiritual vitality of towns 
themselves (Brett Riggs, personal communication 2004; Corkran 1969; Duncan 
and Riggs 2003:10, 143, 215). Only settlements at which a townhouse was present 
were known and named as towns (Schroedl 1978, 2000; Smith 1979). Towns often 
acted in concert with each other, but they were independent social and political 
entities, and each town had a history and a set of leaders that differentiated it 
from others (Gearing 1958, 1962; Persico 1979). Most eighteenth-century Cherokee 
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towns included anywhere from 10 to 60 houses, although as many as 100 houses 
may have been present at the largest eighteenth-century settlements (Duncan 
and Riggs 2003; King and Evans 1977; Mooney 1900:377; Schroedl 2000:204–206; 
Waselkov and Braund 1995:84). The core members of each household in historic 
Cherokee towns were members of the same matrilineal clan, and matrilocal resi-
dence was common (Gilbert 1943:203, 208, 274; Hill 1997; Perdue 1998; Sattler 
1995). Strictly speaking, towns were groups of households who shared a set of 
leadership roles and ritual practices, and there were widely shared ideas about 
the layout and use of space by Cherokee towns and broad similarities in the ar-
rangement of townhouses and domestic areas around plazas at town sites (Brett 
Riggs, personal communication 2004).
 The role of a townhouse as a landmark for a community is well illustrated by 
the example of the paired towns of Great Tellico and Chatuga, located along the 
Tellico River in eastern Tennessee and dating to the eighteenth century (Hud-
son 1976:233–234; Smith 1979:56–57). Each town maintained its own townhouse, 
even though these adjacent towns formed a single settlement. The identity of 
each community as a town was manifested in the form of its own townhouse.
 Lynne Sullivan (1987) has noted that at native towns in eastern Tennessee dat-
ing to the 1400s and 1500s, townhouses were basically just houses writ large—both 
types of structures shared the same designs, the same materials, and, in several 
known cases, the same overarching alignments within settlement layouts. A pub-
lic structure “housed” the community as a whole. A domestic dwelling “housed” 
one of the many households present in a given town. These post-in-ground, wat-
tle-and-daub structures each would have a central clay hearth, four inner roof 
supports, and a bark roof. Houses probably were built in basins that sloped down-
ward from the walls toward the centrally placed hearth in each structure. Some 
evidence—including written descriptions of aboriginal architecture and archaeo-
logical evidence of passageway entrances—indicates that earthen embankments 
were placed along the outer walls of native houses in the southern Appalachians, 
which is one reason some European colonists described them as semisubterra-
nean structures (Hally 2002; Polhemus 1990). Public structures at late Mississip-
pian towns in the southern Appalachians ranged from roughly 45 to 50 feet square 
and domestic dwellings from 15 to 25 feet square (Dickens 1978; Hally 1994; Hally 
and Kelly 1998; Polhemus 1990; Schroedl 1998, 2000, 2001; Sullivan 1995).
 James Mooney (1900) recorded hundreds of Cherokee myths and legends dur-
ing his ethnological fieldwork in western North Carolina during the late 1800s and 
early 1900s, some of which refer to townhouses, the household dwellings present 
in settlements where townhouses were located, and the fires kept in the hearths 
of both townhouses and dwellings. One historical myth focuses on traditional 
practices related to earthen mounds and sacred fire (Mooney 1900:395–397). This 
particular story refers to fires built on the ground surface where earthen mounds 
were then built. The oral tradition indicates that townhouses were placed on the 
summits of these mounds and that the fires in townhouse hearths burned con-
stantly. During annual town renewal rituals, each house rekindled its own hearth 
with fire from the townhouse hearth. Fires in domestic hearths were connected 
directly to the fire kept in townhouse hearths. This connection between town-
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houses and dwellings—houses at different social and spatial scales—is consis-
tent with the striking similarity seen in the architectural layouts of archaeologi-
cal examples of these forms of public and domestic structures (Rodning 2001b, 
2002c; Schroedl 1998, 2000; Sullivan 1987).
 Towns and houses represent different scales of social organization in the south-
ern Appalachians, and both were materialized in comparable forms of architec-
ture. Townhouses and dwellings created architectural spaces for the practices of 
public and domestic life. They also anchored people within the landscape, both 
at the scale of whole towns and at the scale of houses attached to specific points 
within the layouts of individual settlements. The placement of burials within and 
beside houses and townhouses may have attached the memory of preceding gen-
erations of houses and towns to these structures themselves. Both the living and 
the dead were kept in place through the materiality of houses and townhouses.
 Structures themselves would need periodic renovation and replacement, per-
haps quite often in warm and wet environments such as those of the southern 
Appalachians, but some patterns of rebuilding structures reflect an effort to pre-
serve specific relationships between people and place, and the rest of this chapter 
describes the kinds of rebuilding episodes seen in the remnants of houses and 
the townhouse at the Coweeta Creek site in southwestern North Carolina. I first 
summarize changes in the layout of the Coweeta Creek settlement between A.D. 
1400 and 1700, identifying two major types of domestic structures at the site and 
two corresponding patterns of rebuilding. I then describe continuity in the place-
ment and alignment of six successive stages of the townhouse, which was built 
and rebuilt to preserve the spatial axes and alignments set in place very early in 
the history of the settlement.

The Coweeta Creek Site in Southwestern North Carolina

  Excavations at Coweeta Creek (31MA34) by the University of North 
Carolina from 1965 to 1971 revealed a dense array of pits, postholes, hearths, and 
structures and a surface scatter of artifacts covering roughly three acres (Figure 
21-1; Egloff 1967; Egloff 1971; Rodning 2004; Rodning and VanDerwarker 2002:2; 
VanDerwarker and Detwiler 2000, 2002; Ward and Davis 1999:185). These exca-
vations were conducted as part of the broader Cherokee Archaeological Project, 
which included regional surveys and excavations at several sites in southwestern 
North Carolina (Dickens 1976; Keel 1976; Ward and Davis 1999:138–139). The 
participants in this fieldwork were guided by an overarching interest in the his-
torical relationship between late prehistoric and postcontact Cherokee culture, 
they practiced modern methods of excavation and recovery, and records of this 
fieldwork demonstrate the care and expertise with which sites were surveyed 
and excavated (Keel et al. 2002:50–51). The schematic map in Figure 21-1 shows 
the locations of structures, hearths, burials, and other pits as they can be identi-
fied within the palimpsest of pits and postholes seen on the Coweeta Creek site 
map (Rodning 2001b). Visible in Figure 21-1 are the major areas identified within 
the layout of this settlement, including the townhouse and its ramada, the out-
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door plaza, and domestic dwellings and activity areas in the village portion of 
the site south and east of the plaza (Rodning 2001a). The settlement probably 
included more houses south and east of the excavated area, closer to the Little 
Tennessee River and its confluence with the tributary stream known as Coweeta 
Creek, given the presence of artifacts on the ground surface in that area of the 
site. Field notes indicate that the scatter of artifacts on the ground surface did not 
extend much farther west than the excavated area, suggesting perhaps that the 
townhouse sat close to the western edge of the settlement, and early topographic 
maps of the site make it clear that the townhouse was situated near the top of a 
slight rise above the surrounding alluvial bottomlands along the western bank of 
the Little Tennessee River.
 Recent analyses of radiocarbon samples, aboriginal ceramics, and European 
trade goods from the site support the following scenario of settlement history 
at this place (Figure 21-2; Riggs and Rodning 2002; Rodning 2004; Wilson and 
Rodning 2002). During the fifteenth century A.D., several houses were located 

Figure 21-1. Schematic map of the townhouse, town plaza, and village ar-
eas at the Coweeta Creek site (reprinted by permission from Southeastern 
Archaeology 21[1], © 2002 by the Southeastern Archaeological Conference; 
see also Egloff 1967; Rodning 1999, 2001a, 2001b, 2002a, 2002b, 2002c, 
2004; Rodning and VanDerwarker 2002:5; Ward and Davis 1999:185).
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at the Coweeta Creek site, and these structures do show signs of rebuilding, in-
dicating some degree of permanence in the placement of houses at this village 
during late prehistory. Sometime during the sixteenth or early seventeenth cen-
turies A.D., the formal town plan at Coweeta Creek was put into place, with an 
overarching alignment guiding the arrangement of public and domestic space, 
and there is also evidence of rebuilding associated with these structures. Pres-
ently, it is not entirely clear whether the site was abandoned after the “early” (ca. 
A.D. 1400–1500, see Figure 21-2a) stage of settlement here and later resettled in 
the shape it took during the “middle” (ca. A.D. 1500–1650; Figure 21-2b) episode 
in its history. However, the ceramics (and radiocarbon dates) from “early” and 
“middle” contexts at the site demonstrate enough of a difference that such an 
abandonment and resettlement may have taken place. By the late 1600s and early 
1700s, the townhouse and plaza were still present, but dwellings close to the 
plaza had been abandoned, and the people who continued to keep a townhouse 
in its original place had rearranged themselves in a spatially dispersed pattern at 
sites surrounding the Coweeta Creek site itself. There are known archaeological 
sites nearby that may represent dwellings and domestic areas associated with 
late stages of the townhouse, and although this identification is speculative, it 

Figure 21-2. Schematic map of the Coweeta Creek site at three different 
points in its settlement history (see also Rodning 2004).
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is clear that there was greater spatial distance between houses and the Coweeta 
Creek townhouse during its later stages. This dispersal within the community in 
the late 1600s and early 1700s probably also led to greater spatial—and probably 
also social—distance between houses than had been the case previously.
 Domestic houses in the Coweeta Creek village are represented archaeologi-
cally by arrangements of postholes, hearths, entryways, and, in some cases, pre-
served sections of floors and roof material. One step I have taken in identifying 
houses at Coweeta Creek is to look for clear-cut posthole patterns that resemble 
houses at other settlements in western North Carolina (Dickens 1978). Another 
approach I have taken in identifying domestic structures at Coweeta Creek is to 
map the distribution of deep postholes, with the idea that, on average, roof sup-
port posts are deeper than wall posts, as is seen at other sites in western North 
Carolina (Dickens 1976:32–46). At least 12 structures—and several stages of some 
structures—can be identified in the village area at the site, in addition to the sev-
eral ramadas placed along the southeastern edge of the plaza. The following dis-
cussion focuses on two major types of domestic architecture, including one that 
resembles the townhouse although built at a smaller scale (Figure 21-3a) and one 
that probably represents a form of domestic architecture that predates the town-
house at this site (Figure 21-3b).
 One type of dwelling in the Coweeta Creek village is represented by structures 
that range from 18 to 23 feet square, with rounded corners, and these houses were 
rebuilt in place (Figure 21-3a). Successive stages of these domestic houses are as-
sociated with multiple stages of a single hearth, demonstrating a pattern of re-
building in place that is the same as that seen in the townhouse, and sequences of 
entryways into houses also demonstrate consistency in placement and alignment 
from one stage to another. At least five of these houses can be identified in the 
village area of the site. The number of stages of hearths in these structures ranges 
from two to five, which I interpret to reflect the presence of anywhere from two 
to five stages of each structure, although I consider it likely that people renovat-
ed dwellings—replacing rotted posts, roof material, and wall material—between 
major rebuilding episodes. When these houses were rebuilt, they were shifted 
only slightly, and the placements of hearths, roof supports, and the entryway did 
not change. The resulting archaeological traces of such structures and this redun-
dant rebuilding pattern make up dense palimpsests of postholes and pits. It can 
be difficult to attribute specific postholes to specific stages of these structures in 
some cases. These structures all share the same alignment as each other and the 
townhouse. This overarching arrangement and alignment, shared by both public 
and domestic architecture, reflects a set of rules that guided the spatial layout of 
houses and the town as a whole for several generations of the community itself. 
The similarities in architectural design and placement indicate that these houses 
are contemporaneous with the townhouse. This conclusion is corroborated by 
similarities in ceramics from the floors of early stages of the townhouse and from 
domestic structures.
 Another type of domestic house in the Coweeta Creek village is larger and 
more rounded, at roughly 29 to 32 feet in diameter, and it is associated with an 
offset rebuilding pattern (Figure 21-3b). Presently, I can only identify two of these 
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structures with certainty. However, I am convinced that more were located at 
the site outside the area that has been excavated, given the sizes of other late 
prehistoric towns and villages in the southern Appalachians (Cable 2000; Cable 
and Reed 2000; Dickens 1978; Hally 1994; Sullivan 1987). As many as four stages 
of a hearth can be identified within the remnants of one of these houses, and 
two within the other. Rather than having been rebuilt in place around a single 
hearth, these houses were moved when they were rebuilt, and a new hearth was 
constructed. When rebuilt, these houses were still in roughly the same locations 
as their predecessors, but the placements of hearths were shifted from one stage 
to another. The corresponding archaeological footprint of this kind of house is 
a sprawling array of postholes and pits. It can be difficult to identify the actual 

Figure 21-3. Schematic map showing two different types of rebuilding as-
sociated with two types of domestic structures that date to different stages in 
the history of the Coweeta Creek settlement (see also Rodning 2004): (a) sche-
matic map of domestic structures and the rebuilding pattern of dwellings that 
are contemporaneous with early stages of the townhouse (based on structures 
3, 4, 5, 6, and 8); (b) schematic map of domestic structures and rebuilding 
patterns that predate the townhouse (based on structures 7 and 9).
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edges of different stages of these structures—more difficult than in the case of 
the townhouse and several dwellings exhibiting a more redundant rebuilding 
pattern. From radiocarbon dates and ceramic evidence, it is clear that these struc-
tures predate the townhouse.
 At least six successive stages of a townhouse were built, burned, buried, and 
rebuilt in the same spot at the Coweeta Creek site, creating a low mound (Figure 
21-4). The series of public structures gives us a chance to look at the history of a 
single townhouse through the span of several generations of the community. Each 
manifestation of the townhouse was burned down, and a successor was then built 
atop the burned and buried remnants of preceding stages, creating a layercake of 
floors and architectural rubble (see Dickens 1978; Rodning 2002c). Posthole pat-
terns indicate that rectangular ramadas were situated outside the entryways into 
the first and last stages of the townhouse, and all indications are that there also 
were ramadas situated beside each of the four intermediate stages of the town-
house. Burials were placed near the central hearth inside the first two stages of the 
townhouse and under the ramada on both sides of the entryway into the structure 
itself. The doorway was moved from its original placement to the southernmost 
corner, but it maintained the northwest–southeast axis of the original doorway 
throughout the sequence, and the ramada maintained its northeast–southwest 
alignment. The hearth was kept in place in each stage of the townhouse, as was 
the set of four roof support posts spaced around the hearth, marking the corners 
of an indoor space free of benches and pits that was an area for events and activi-
ties that took place beside the hearth itself. Beside the townhouse and townhouse 
ramada was the town plaza, which was not merely a blank spot in the built en-
vironment at Coweeta Creek but an actively landscaped space and a setting for 
large public gatherings (see Kidder 2004; Rodning 2002c). This outdoor plaza was 
covered with sand and clay. The absence of structures and pits suggests that the 
plaza was maintained as such throughout the history of the townhouse.
 Continuity in the placement and alignment of successive stages of the town-
house suggests that it not only materialized the identity of nearby houses as a town, 
but it also created an architectural link between different generations of the com-
munity itself. Radiocarbon dates and pottery from early stages of the townhouse 
indicate that it was first built sometime between the late 1400s and the early 1600s. 
European trade goods, radiocarbon dates, and pottery from late stages of the town-
house indicate that its latest manifestations date to the late 1600s or the very early 
1700s. If the Coweeta Creek townhouse was first built circa A.D. 1500, the average 
interval between stages of the townhouse would have been somewhere between 
25 and 35 years. If the first townhouse dates circa A.D. 1600, or even as late as 1650, 
then each stage would have spanned an interval of some 5 to 15 years, which seems 
more likely given the perishable nature of architectural materials and the warm 
climate and wet environment of southwestern North Carolina.
 For the most part, each stage of the townhouse replicated its predecessors. The 
first townhouse was built in a slight depression, which may have been dug to create 
a ritually pure surface, perhaps in events similar to the preparation of ground sur-
faces for constructing earthen mounds, as mentioned in the oral tradition recorded 
by James Mooney (1900:395–397). By contrast, later townhouses were built directly 
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Figure 21-4. The six stages of the Coweeta Creek townhouse, all situated in 
the same spot (reprinted by permission from Southeastern Archaeology 
21[1], © 2002 by the Southeastern Archaeological Conference; see also Egloff 
1971; Rodning 2002c; Rodning and VanDerwarker 2002:3; Ward and Davis 
1999:184): (a) the first stage of the townhouse; (b) through (d), the second, 
third, and fourth stages of the townhouse, respectively; (e) the posthole pat-
tern associated with the fifth and sixth stages of the townhouse.
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atop the remnants of preceding stages (cf. Tringham 2000:124–126). The hearth and 
roof supports were situated in the same spots within each townhouse (cf. Marshall 
2000:76–79). The doorway was moved from its original placement, but it was aligned 
in the same direction, preserving the original alignment of the structure itself. Each 
stage of the townhouse was square, with rounded corners, although the last two 
stages were more round than the first four (Egloff 1971). The first four stages were 
all about 48 feet square, and the last two were close to 52 feet in diameter. This slight 
increase in size may reflect an increase in the number of people, or the number of 
houses, within the community (Brett Riggs, personal communication 2004).
 The continuity seen from one generation of the Coweeta Creek townhouse to 
another indicates that members of each generation of the town moved into and 
out of this structure and, through this architectural space, along the same path-
ways as did preceding generations of the town (Figure 21-4). Furthermore, the 
hearth and roof support posts were kept in place throughout the life history of the 
townhouse. Therefore, each iteration of the townhouse directly referenced its pre-
decessors, creating material anchors for the memory of past generations. Past gen-
erations of the community were, symbolically speaking, buried within the town-
house mound at Coweeta Creek. Some individuals were also buried within early 
stages of the townhouse and townhouse ramada at Coweeta Creek. Some of these 
graves marked pathways leading from the plaza through the townhouse ramada 
and up to the doorway to the townhouse itself. Other burials were concentrated 
between the entryway and townhouse hearth, and others were situated in the 
back corner of the townhouse, opposite the doorway. There are probably many 
reasons these people were entitled to burial within these architectural spaces. The 
point to consider here is that these graves became part of the townhouse itself.
 The townhouse at Coweeta Creek manifested the status of a local group of 
houses as a town. The townhouse at Coweeta Creek included both the struc-
ture itself—posts, rafters, wattle-and-daub walls, an earthen embankment and 
bark roof, and the hearth—and also the burials of several people. The hearth 
was probably an especially significant point within the architectural space of the 
townhouse. Its consistent placement in each stage may reflect its role as a portal 
connecting successive generations of the townhouse and of the town itself, both 
to each other and to the original surface on which the first townhouse was built 
(Brett Riggs, personal communication 2004; cf. Mooney 1900:395–397). The set of 
four roof support posts—spaced around the hearth and situated in the same ar-
rangement in each stage of the Coweeta Creek townhouse—may also have had 
cosmological meaning. Of course, roof supports served the very practical pur-
pose of holding up the roof and also of marking the corners of an activity area 
around the hearth. They may also have symbolized the four corners of the world, 
connecting the sky with the earth and the underworld, as they ran from the roof 
near the smokehole and down into the ground near the hearth itself (Brett Riggs, 
personal communication 2004; cf. Pauls 2005:72–74).
 The burial of the townhouse paralleled the burial of individuals inside and 
beside this public structure. When its life was done, each stage of the townhouse 
was burned down, and its successor was built on top of the remnants of its pre-
decessors. This history of building, burning, burying, and rebuilding the town-
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house in place may have symbolized the death, burial, rebirth, and renewal of the 
town itself, analogous to cycles of building and rebuilding described by Krause 
(1996) at Mississippian mounds and by Schambach (1996) at Caddoan mounds.
 The history of building and rebuilding the townhouse in place created a mound 
composed of the burned and buried remnants of at least six townhouses, perhaps 
representing as many as six generations of the community itself. I interpret the con-
tinuity seen in the architectural history of the Coweeta Creek townhouse as an indi-
cation that a relationship with the past formed a critical component in the formation 
of town identity in southwestern North Carolina. A close connection between gen-
erations of the community seems to have been manifested in the consistent place-
ment of the townhouse hearth and roof support posts, the placement of each mani-
festation of this structure atop the remnants of preceding stages, and the burials of 
selected persons inside and beside early generations of the townhouse.
 The compact town plan at Coweeta Creek, with the townhouse and houses 
firmly attached to specific points and to the same overarching set of spatial 
alignments, seems to have taken shape as native groups were adapting to rap-
idly changing and unpredictable environmental and social conditions in eastern 
North America. What led to this change in settlement layout? Why did it hap-
pen when it did? During the fifteenth century, a village was situated at Coweeta 
Creek, but there was enough room around houses for them to shift from one stage 
to another. During the early 1600s and perhaps as early as the late 1500s, a greater 
effort was made to keep houses and townhouses (and the groups manifested 
by these architectural spaces) attached to specific points, to specific hearths, to 
particular placements of roof support posts (Rodning 2004). By the late 1400s, 
much of the Savannah and Etowah valleys of South Carolina and Georgia were 
abandoned. Major movements and resettlements across much of the Eastern 
Woodlands were under way, and the Little Ice Age and other climatic events may 
have posed significant challenges to native settlement and subsistence practices 
in the Eastern Woodlands (Anderson 2001; Anderson et al. 1986; Anderson et al. 
1995; King 2003; Little 2003). Then, beginning in the late 1500s, European contact 
further contributed to dramatic changes in the cultural landscape of southeast-
ern North America. Parts of northwestern North Carolina seem to have been 
abandoned by this period (Whyte 2003), and perhaps some of the people from 
all these areas moved to southwestern North Carolina. Log stockades are present 
at many native settlements in greater southern Appalachia (Anderson 1994; Ash-
craft 1996; Dickens 1978; Moore 2002; Purrington 1983; Schroedl 1998; Sullivan 
1995), perhaps reflecting the threat of warfare and conflicts that may have been 
partly if not primarily related to the efforts of different groups to claim places and 
resources in a changing environment. Claiming space, and forming attachments 
between towns and houses and specific places within the landscape, may have 
been critical to community livelihood during this period and in these conditions. 
I conclude that architectural continuity at Coweeta Creek reflects the interest of 
houses and the town as a whole in anchoring themselves to this place. I consider 
formal town plans like that seen at Coweeta Creek as an outcome of a set of prac-
tices by which houses and a town as a whole actively attached themselves—and 
preceding and succeeding generations—to the landscape.
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Conclusions

  Houses are dynamic social groups and architectural spaces (Gillespie 
2000a, 2000b, 2000c). Houses anchor people within the landscape, but houses also 
experience cycles of life and death, as do people. Each house—including both a 
structure and a social group housed within it—has its own history, its own set of 
leaders, its own practices of membership. Of course, people actively affiliate them-
selves with houses in the present, but the collective identity of a house often—if 
not always—entails a reference to its past. References to the past take the form of 
burials inside and beside houses and continuity in the placement of houses (Hally 
and Kelly 1998; Joyce 2000; Kirch 2000; Marshall 2000; Schroedl 2000, 2001; Sul-
livan 1987, 1995). All of these references to the past are evident in the arrangement 
and alignment of houses at the Coweeta Creek site in North Carolina and in a 
public structure that housed the community as a whole (Rodning 2004; Sullivan 
and Rodning 2001). The past was always present within the built environment 
of the community situated at Coweeta Creek. Comparable relationships between 
people and place probably developed in other areas of southwestern North Caro-
lina, as houses and towns anchored themselves to particular points in the land-
scape, creating durable attachments out of perishable material.
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