


ABSTRACT 

This project considers the development of the cultural landscape of Native 

American chiefdoms in the Yazoo Basin of northwestern Mississippi. Chronicles written 

by certain members of the Hernando de Soto expedition offer exciting glimpses into the 

landscape and lifeways of Native American societies in 1541, but they do not shed light 

on how the landscape of chiefdoms in the Lower Mississippi Valley developed during the 

period before Spanish contact. This dissertation research focuses on the time period just 

before Spanish contact, the Mississippi Period (AD 1200-1540), and on Mississippian 

culture, and it investigates how monuments were built and used in a rapidly changing and 

dynamic landscape, one in which the meandering and flooding Mississippi river affected 

the long-term formation of social and political networks. This research relies on 

environmental, ethnohistoric, and archaeological data to provide a historically contingent 

description of the processes leading to the development of one of the largest and most 

important archaeological sites in the region. Sediment cores excavated in mound and off-

mound contexts suggest the site was constructed over a crevasse splay, a high-elevation 

landform. Both coring data and trench excavation demonstrate that Mound D, the largest 

mound at Carson, was built in four stages and that stages II and III were the largest 

stages. Excavations on Mound D demonstrate that a moderately large-sized structure was 

once constructed on the southwest corner of the mound summit and that the structure was 

used to produce craft goods such as shell beads, shell gorgets, and statuary. Data from 

mound construction and craft production, as well as ethnohistoric and geomorphic 

research, are used to describe social organization, hierarchy, and leadership at Carson.  
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I met a traveler from an antique land 

Who said: Two vast and trunkless legs of stone 

Stand in the desert. Near them on the sand, 

Half sunk, a shattered visage lies, whose frown 

And wrinkled lip and sneer of cold command 

Tell that its sculptor well those passions read 

Which yet survive, stamped on these lifeless things, 

The hand that mock'd them and the heart that fed. 

And on the pedestal these words appear: 

"My name is Ozymandias, king of kings: 

Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!" 

Nothing beside remains: round the decay 

Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare, 

The lone and level sands stretch far away. 

 

- Percy Bysshe Shelley, Ozymandias of Egypt  

 

Chapter 1  
 

The Study of Monuments 

 

 Varying expressions of monumentality have been documented in societies and 

cultures from across the globe. These pyramids, obelisks, statues, stadiums, and great 

houses date from prehistory through modern times. Monuments are forms of architecture 

that are built to exceed function (Trigger 1990); rather, their value lies elsewhere, in 

social, political, and/or ideological systems, and in the ways they can signify multiple 

representational idioms. The meanings of monuments can change depending on their 

history and longevity, their context and their use (Van Dyke and Alcock 2008). For 

example, it can certainly be suggested that the stone circles and trilithons of Stonehenge 

mean something quite different now to modern Britons than they did to the Late Neolithic 

and Early Bronze Age peoples who first built them. Alternatively, let us compare the 

shape of the pyramids of Giza, the classic pyramidal form. This form has been recreated 



2 

 

in modern times in Memphis, Las Vegas, and New Orleans; the meaning and purpose of 

these contemporary iterations is absolutely different from those at Giza, yet, the 

reference, and signification, to an ancient form is still there. Might we also then draw a 

corollary to the building of monuments in ancient times in North America: almost 6000 

years separates the earliest monuments of the Lower Mississippi Valley (LMV) from the 

most recent. From the ring of eleven earthworks at Watson Brake that date to as early as 

3500 BC to the large platform earthen mound and monumental villages that were 

occupied when Hernando de Soto crossed through the southeastern United States, 

monuments were a real and salient part of Native societies in the Southeastern United 

States. The Natchez of southwestern Mississippi were still living on and using earthen 

mounds as late as AD 1700 – clearly these flat-topped earthen monuments were 

important components of Native societies. Other than the morphology of the monument, 

it is likely that very little else was shared between these societies. The meanings of 

monuments can change, and as archaeologists, our task is to understand, following 

Shelley’s writing above, the passions and motivations guiding the sculptor’s hand. Often 

we are left with nothing but half-buried ruins and from these enigmatic markers of 

ancient peoples, we are left with the task of decoding polity, society, and ideology. In this 

discipline, we craft interpretation by drawing analogies to other peoples, both prehistoric 

and modern, through the study of written descriptions of historically-documented tribal 

societies, through the study of their artifacts, and with experimental recreations of ancient 

practices and lifeways. Through the study of monuments, scholars have gained insight 

into the complexities of their construction and their multiple functions and meanings. 

They are no longer simply signposts of complex social organization, but rather, they are 



3 

 

representative of a variety of social orders, systems, and beliefs. Consequently, the study 

of monuments must necessarily be historicized on both local and regional scales. Herein, 

this is what I set out to do.   

 This dissertation aims to describe the construction and use of prehistoric 

monuments in a dynamic riparian floodplain, where settlement and society were impacted 

and affected by the ephemeral nature of landforms and rivers. The Mississippi River and 

its tributaries are a superhighway meandering through the heartland of the United States. 

During the time when this river system was un-leveed and fertile Mississippi River silts 

were allowed to replenish diminished soils, native peoples built large, flat-topped, earthen 

platform mounds and palisaded and fortified villages up and down the lakes, streams, and 

rivers comprising the Lower Mississippi Valley (LMV). Many of these monumental 

settlements rose and fell with the fleeting waters of the river as it migrated laterally 

across soft, floodplain landforms. In a single season or over the course of decades, 

floodwaters had the power to carve out entire lakes, build sandy natural levees, or bury 

entire towns and mound centers in sediment. And in this floodplain context, native 

peoples farmed maize and other cultigens, traded resources upriver and downriver, 

crafted high-quality prestige goods, and constructed large earthen monuments. 

Understanding the dynamics of these cultural practices through archaeological research 

provides history and depth to the ancient peoples of the LMV and provides a basis for 

understanding how leadership and society was structured in the time period before 

European contact. Documentary records from mid-sixteenth-century Spanish exploration 

of the southeastern United States provide comparative information to be used 

heuristically in conjunction with archaeological, permitting a holistic study of mound 
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construction and use at the time period just before Spanish contact. Understanding this, 

and the nature of native societies before Europeans first arrived in North America is 

useful for two reasons: 1) to have greater knowledge of the diversity of cultural 

expressions and meanings vis-à-vis monumentality and craft production, and 2) to have a 

better understanding of how native societies did or did not exhibit resilience after first 

contact.  

Scholars of both the Old World and the New World recognize the deep antiquity 

of monumentality and are as interested as ever in its various meanings and manifestations 

(Bradley 1998; Burger and Rosenswig 2012; Carr and Case 2006; Dueppen 2012; Earle 

2001; Kristiansen and Larsson 2005; Saunders et al. 2005; Sherwood and Kidder 2011; 

Smith 2003; Thompson and Pluckhahn 2010; Thompson and Andrus 2011; Thompson 

2014). The late prehistoric, monumental and agricultural chiefdoms described by the 

chroniclers of the mid-sixteenth century Spanish expeditions led by conquistadors like 

Hernando de Soto and Juan Pardo appear to have been a hodge-podge of rulers and 

vassals, farmers and fishermen, and warriors and priests. While there is evidence that 

mound construction, maize agriculture, and shell-tempered pottery could be found quite 

uniformly across much of the Mississippian Southeast, there is also significant evidence 

that these societies varied quite significantly (i.e. late prehistoric Plaquemine and Fort 

Ancient cultures). Furthermore, it is clear that hierarchy and monumentality are not 

directly correlated (Anderson 2012:80; Cobb 1993; Sassaman 2010). Consequently, as 

many archaeologists have noted, there is a significant need for detailed, historically-

minded archaeological research that provides a richer description of past cultures, 

peoples, and processes (Carr 2006; Pauketat 2001). Rather than develop trait-lists for 
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cultures, sites, and evolutionary stages, newer historical processual models seek to 

develop “thick histories” and to trace relationships, not generalized socio-cultural models, 

across time and space. My research uses a variety of detailed analyses to discuss the 

unique ways in which complexity and monumentality developed, and how these 

processes may have contributed to the people and landscapes described by Soto. It 

engages with anthropological studies that necessarily examine how political power 

equally creates and is created through the act of constructing monuments, villages, 

defensive features, and other elements of the built landscape (e.g. Pauketat 2013; Smith 

2003). This work historicizes and paints a more nuanced portrait of late prehistoric 

society in the Eastern Woodlands of North America, societies known to archaeologists as 

“Mississippian”. 

 

 Theoretical Problem Orientation 

 

This dissertation is a study of prehistoric Mississippian societies in the Eastern 

Woodlands of North America, and is primarily confined to the LMV. Fieldwork for this 

dissertation was focused on the Carson site (22CO505), a large monumental site located 

in northern Coahoma County, Mississippi (Figure 1.1). Mississippian culture is 

commonly defined using a suite of features including intensive maize agriculture, the 

widespread adoption of shell-tempered pottery, wall-trench architecture, characteristic 

iconography, and floodplain, riparian or lacustrine, adaptations (Anderson 2012:78). Of 

the many such examples, Cahokia, Moundville, and Etowah are the best-known, largest, 

and perhaps most powerful (King 2003; King 2004; Knight 2010; Pauketat 2004; 

Steponaitis 2009). These sites are the geopolitical centers of Mississippian polities, and 
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they exerted influence across a vast region (Beck 2013; Blitz 2010; Dye and Cox 1990; 

Kelly 1990; Kidder 1998; Knight 1998; Lewis and Stout 1998; Livingood 2008; Rogers 

1995; Smith 1978; Smith 1990). From the Central Mississippi Valley, to the river 

bottoms in and around St. Louis, to the North Carolina Piedmont, evidence of interaction 

between communities, towns, and regions can be seen across the Southeastern United 

States though the widespread distribution of similar paleobotanical remains, ceramics, 

non-local lithic materials, finished lithic artifacts, and objects with Mississippian 

iconography (Brown and Lambert-Brown 1978; Brown 1984; Ensor 1991; Fritz 2008; 

Johnson 1987; Knight 2006; Weinstein and Dumas 2008). The similarity of Mississippi-

period artifacts and architecture speaks broadly to the cultural relationship of 

Mississippian peoples. Research has focused intently on the mechanisms of exchange, the 

sources of political power, and on the foundations of economy, however, all of these sites 

were united by a monument building philosophy emphasizing flat-topped platform 

mounds that served as sub-structures for large domiciles, temples, and other elite-oriented 

buildings (Anderson 2012:82; Hudson 1997:178-179; Neitzel 1965).  

While the size and number of mounds have often been used across the Southeast 

to create site and settlement hierarchies (Blitz and Livingood 2004:292; Brain 1978; 

Smith 1978; Williams 1956), mound volume and the stages of monument construction 

have been interpreted in two different ways. Mound size correlates closely with 

occupation duration and rebuilding episodes. However, exceptionally large monumental 

earthen mounds tend to be made quickly and in relatively few stages. Corporate groups, 

such as extended kin groups or sodalities, at smaller mound centers likely constructed 

small mounds quite easily. 
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Figure 1.1  Location of the Carson site.  

  



8 

 

At large and exceptional Mississippian centers, at sites like Carson (the focus of 

this research), Cahokia, Moundville, and Etowah, elites and leaders coerced or convinced 

multiple corporate groups to collectively build monuments rapidly. Blitz and Livingood 

(2004:299) suggest powerful leaders likely brought together disparate corporate groups to 

build large earthen mounds and that “the timing of mound-construction episodes at the 

largest sites may have been dictated more by unpredictable or volatile sociopolitical 

events directed by powerful chiefs and less by regular or predictable social rules such as 

periodic renewal ceremonies.”  Consequently, it is possible that at sites like Carson, the 

social rules for the construction of large earthen mounds were quite different than for 

most smaller mound centers (Blitz and Livingood 2004:292, 298; Earle 2001:106). What 

is unique and quite special in this context is the rapid construction of large earthen 

mounds, a signpost of powerful and influential leaders.  

Some archaeologists argue that political leadership arises from the ability of elites 

to garner and control labor for large-scale social works and landscape modification 

projects (Earle 1997, 2001; Helms 1979, 1992, 1998; Kirch 1984, 1995, 2011). Leaders 

can derive power from two types of strategies – group-oriented or individualizing 

(Blanton et al. 1996; Kristiansen and Rowlands 1998; Renfrew 1974:74), the former 

emphasizing communal labor and the latter the acquisition of individual wealth and 

prestige goods. These two models of leadership were first suggested by Colin Renfrew 

based on his research of Neolithic and Bronze Age Wessex (Renfrew 1974). He argued 

that monuments are direct archaeological correlates of group-oriented power strategies, 

and that elaborate mortuary programs and burials emphasizing personal wealth are 

components of individualizing strategies. In this Wessex context, changing strategies of 
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leadership are the direct result of shifts in the ideology of hierarchy, whereby the building 

of monuments for the benefit of all in a society changes to a strategy in which inequality, 

wealth, and status were openly displayed through the consumption of prestige goods and 

ritually powerful symbols (Shelach 1999:33; Shennan 1982). Research at Carson is 

directed at understanding monumentality and the production of prestige goods, both lines 

of data that can be used to understand leadership strategies. 

The development of leadership and group-oriented versus individualizing 

strategies has been studied in places like Denmark and Peru (Earle 1997), Polynesia and 

Hawaii (Kirch 1984, 1994, 2011), the southeastern United States (Beck 2003; King 

2001), and Bronze Age Europe (Kristiansen and Rowlands 1998; Kristiansen and Larsson 

2005; Skoglund 2009). They provide readily usable categories that can be valuable 

heuristic devices for understanding and evaluating cross-cultural variations in chiefdom-

level societies across the globe. My research uses the categories of group-oriented and 

individualizing as an interpretive framework for understanding the development of 

Carson’s monumental landscape. Rather than classify social and political organization as 

simply belonging to one category or another and by avoiding evolutionary typological 

definitions (i.e. bands-tribes-chiefdoms-states), I attempt to formulate a model for 

complexity at Carson that is historical, descriptive, and embedded within a broader world 

of Mississippian societies and peoples (see Pauketat 2007). By describing the ways in 

which mounds were constructed, what they meant to the people who built them, and how 

elites appropriated the mound summits for their own purposes, my research uses 

Renfrew’s theoretical model of chiefdom organization to develop a historically 

contingent model on the development of Carson’s built and cultural landscape. It accepts 
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that specific archaeological cases may not necessarily “fit” within specific theoretical 

boxes and that the pathways to power are often complex and necessarily historically 

contingent. It is likely that leaders at Carson often oscillated between both strategies 

while sponsoring and motivating the construction of the built landscape. Understanding 

the multitudinous pathways to power leaders can take is quite complex and often 

complicated by the very nature of the discipline; archaeologists must rely on those 

components of prehistory that can and are found in the record. The challenge is making 

interpretation based on available data while maintaining an awareness of the kinds of data 

that may potentially, one day, become widely known.   

Group-oriented strategies are those that involve coordinated labor for a variety of 

community-scale purposes such as warfare, monument construction, irrigation networks, 

and/or landscape intensification. These strategies arise for various reasons, often because 

of a need for the coordinated extraction of resources from the earth and because of a need 

for intensification of resource extraction (Earle 2001; Kirch 2011: Renfrew 1974:74). 

However, warfare, monuments, and other large-scale public works can also be motivated 

by ideological, religious, and/or other social motives (Beck 2013:31; Flannery and 

Marcus 2012:217). Conversely, individualizing strategies emphasize displays of 

individual wealth and economies focused on prestige goods. In Scandinavia and the 

British Isles, Neolithic henges and megaliths were built by communities and are 

associated with group-oriented strategies of leadership. Subsequent Bronze Age 

Scandinavian societies had hierarchies supported by the accumulation of prestige goods 

like bronze razors (Skoglund 2009:213). In Denmark (Thy), Neolithic Funnel Beaker 

cultures built and used earthen barrows for communal burials but without including any 
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grave goods with the dead (Earle 1997:25-26). Early Bronze Age barrows, however, 

contain individuals interred with rich material culture and prestige goods (Earle 1997:33), 

suggesting that in the transition from the Neolithic to the Bronze Age, leadership 

strategies shifted from those emphasizing communities and the group to strategies 

directed towards individual enhancement.  

As Neolithic ways of life spread across western and northern Europe, 

encompassing a culturally diverse array of people, the adoption of agriculture and 

sedentary lifeways pre-adapted them to a high-degree of economic, social, and ritual 

correspondence (Kristiansen 1998:66), although not all groups chose a sedentary, 

agricultural way of life (Rowlett 1991:93-122). This Neolithic Revolution encompassed 

the adoption of sedentary lifestyles and agriculture-as-subsistence across a diverse 

landscape. The Scandinavian Early Bronze Age (1800 – 1100 B.C) is marked by several 

defining characteristics, including the introduction of status and prestige goods, the first 

evidence of princely graves and aristocratic burials in barrows, the development of open 

villages in the lowlands and fortified hilltop settlements, an economic division of labor 

and specialization/commoditization of metal, the intensification of long-distance trade 

and mining (Kristiansen and Larsson 2005:112-113). 

The technology of bronze metal and the economy of its use and production was 

the most important element in pushing cultural change during this time. Not only did the 

spread of a Neolithic lifestyle bring change in subsistence, but it also brought metallurgy, 

which was being practiced in Mesopotamia by 3000 B.C.  For Scandinavia, metallurgy 

was a prime mover in the transformation of society. As Kristiansen and Larsson write, 

“Metal was commodified and socialized, being employed in the sphere of power, 
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prestige, and rituals, but also in subsistence. It allowed new types of value and exchange 

to emerge, leading to new forms of institutions. In this way, bronze embodied both a new 

economy and a new social/religious order that gradually transformed Eurasia into an 

interconnected world that sped up the transmission of people and knowledge across the 

continent” (2005:141). From the Mesolithic hunting and gathering tribes of the northern 

lands to monument building chiefdoms, the introduction of a new technology was a social 

catalyst like none seen before. Like the flint daggers of the preceding Late Neolithic 

period, the importation of bronze daggers and axes led to the steady replacement of 

previous technological forms. As flint daggers decline in prevalence, bronze ones 

increase. In essence, social stratification and complexity can be directly linked to the use 

of bronze in building prestige-based networks (Kristiansen 1998:125). The transition 

from the Neolithic to the Bronze Age in Scandinavia illustrates well the transition from 

group-oriented to individualizing leadership strategies. Barrow construction and the 

introduction of new metal-working technologies played a significant role in leadership in 

Scandinavia, and these perspectives are particularly applicable to Mississippian 

archaeology given the long-term and continued history of earthworks in the LMV 

(Kidder 2004:558) and the broad-scale inter-regional trade of prestige items across the 

Mississippian Southeast (Kidder 2004:556; Reilly et al. 2007). 

The shift from group-oriented to individualizing strategies of power is 

documented at the Mississippian site of Etowah, in Georgia (King 2001; King 2003; King 

2004). Leaders at Etowah initially emphasized group-oriented strategies of power by 

sponsoring mound-building, but by AD 1300, late in the site’s history, elites refocused 

strategies on the acquisition of prestige goods with significant social value, items such as 
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copper from the southern Appalachians and shell from the Gulf or Atlantic coasts. 

Through the importation of shell from the Gulf Coast, Etowah was able to act as a 

redistribution point for shell across the Southeast, thereby reinforcing the power of elites 

at the site through trade (King 2001:7). A similar process, a shift from group-oriented to 

individualizing power strategies, in seen during the historical development of the 

Moundville polity. At Moundville, “platform mounds were particularly important 

symbols often associated with the forging of group identity, and thus with strategies of 

persuasive aggregation” (Beck 2003:652; Knight 1986).  As at Etowah, leaders at 

Moundville eventually deemphasized monument construction, favoring instead a 

mortuary program emphasizing prestige goods items and ritual paraphernalia accessible 

to only a select few individuals.  At both sites, strategies for garnering power changed 

over time, the value of authority and the role of the leader changed, and neither site 

remained resilient for long after shifting to individualizing power strategies emphasizing 

a prestige goods economy. Moundville was transformed into a necropolis, a site with 

only an elite residential population and where a dispersed populace returned to inter their 

dead.  At Etowah, militarism and warfare led to the site’s demise. While the transition to 

a prestige-goods system may initially have been founded in an ideological and ritual 

sphere (Knight 1986), whereby rituals served a communal and integrative function, the 

new systems of leadership did not survive in landscapes with high degrees of mobility.  

Robin Beck (2003:644, 2013:31) has suggested in relatively open landscapes where 

territories are not easily circumscribed, where commoners can “vote with their feet”, that 

consolidation precedes persuasive aggregation. In such a model, chiefs must consistently 
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attract more followers than their rivals, potentially through group-oriented strategies of 

mound-building (as communal ritual).   

In all of these histories, Denmark, Scandinavia, and the U.S. Southeast, it is 

important to note that group-oriented strategies, whether in the form of landscape 

modification, warfare, animal grazing, or mound-building, play important roles in helping 

elites acquire status and surplus. For the U.S. Southeast, it is both earthen mound building 

and the built environment that play a critical role in sociopolitical- and community-scale 

development. However, it is important to keep in mind the qualitative and functional 

differences in earthen mound construction – mounds can be platforms for elite 

residences, for temples/mortuaries, for public structures, and/or for public rituals – and 

how the construction of these monuments was predicated by group-oriented or 

individualizing strategies.  The function of these monuments likely played a significant 

role in how strategies of power were utilized in their construction, particularly if one 

considers the iconic earth symbolism and ritual significance of building earthen mounds 

(Knight 1986:678). Based on oral traditions and archaeological research that suggests 

mound building was a sacred act (Gibson 2004; Hall 1997; Knight 1986; Lankford 1987; 

Sherwood and Kidder 2011; Xie et al. 2015), then the keepers of that knowledge would 

certainly have power over others. Scholars have recently noted that the design, 

construction, and engineering of many earthen mounds in the southern United States may 

have required specialized knowledge of sediments and geo-technical engineering, and 

consequently, it is possible that such specialized knowledge could be appropriated by an 

elite or hierarchical organization (Sherwood and Kidder 2011:82). Finally, it should be 

noted that mound building at Carson may not necessarily fit neatly into the categories of 
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group-oriented or individualizing strategies, but perhaps on a spectrum somewhere in 

between. My research employs the dichotomy of the group versus the individual as a 

valuable heuristic for understanding power and monumentality but maintains that 

archaeological and historical data are often messy and do not always fit neatly into 

categorical boxes.  

 This research adopts the perspective that monuments are durable symbols of the 

power of leaders to garner labor and to mark space, and that the construction of earthen 

monuments, small earthen rises, embankments, and plazas (all part of the built 

environment) at Carson was related to a system and structure of leadership that sought to 

institutionalize space, economy, and power (Earle 2001:106). At large and exceptional 

sites like Carson, the aggregation of numerous laborers was likely communally-oriented 

and organized by elites as a demonstrate power. Consequently, monumental construction 

projects, such as the construction of earthen mounds, berms, and levees, symbolically 

represent the power of leaders. In group-oriented strategies, rapid mound construction by 

a large populace serves an integrative function, binding communities and reifying the 

power of chiefs. These perspectives (Blitz and Livingood 2004; Earle 1997; Earle 2001; 

Kirch 1984; Kirch 1995; Renfrew 1973) provide an interpretive framework that will be 

used to evaluate data on mound construction, craft production, and the complexities of 

settlement in a dynamic, floodplain environment.  
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Organization of the Dissertation 

 

Evaluating political integration and monumentality at Carson requires a detailed 

study of site stratigraphy, material culture, mound summit architecture, and the use of 

space at several scales of analysis. I have developed research interests at three different 

scales – landscape, monument, and structure – that inform my study on the characteristics 

of leadership on the natural and built environment at Carson. Chapter 2 presents a 

detailed overview of the ethnohistoric record and Chapter 3 reviews the archaeological 

history of Cahokia, the Lower Mississippi Valley, and previous research at Carson. 

Chapter 4 emphasizes the geologic and geomorphic history of the region. Chapter 5 

addresses trench excavations at Mound D, the main focus of my dissertation, and Chapter 

6 describes in detail the excavation and analysis of a structure on the Mound D summit 

that I interpret as a craft production workshop. Chapter 7 synthesizes material findings 

from the dissertation as relevant to understanding the organization of leadership and 

production at Carson, and in Chapter 8, I provide a broader summary of the 

anthropological relevance of this work. I describe how the construction of earthen 

mounds and the production of prestige goods provides evidence of elites at Carson using 

both group-oriented and individualizing strategies of power. These findings demonstrate 

that Mississippian communities at Carson participated in mound construction as part of 

an event reifying communitas while simultaneously supporting elite programs, 

particularly the production of goods that increased their own status. These complex social 

dynamics, as well as other anthropological topics of relevance here, are explored in 

further detail in Chapter 8.   
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Chapter 2  
 

Ethnohistory of the Lower Mississippi Valley and the Yazoo Basin 

 

The Yazoo Basin of northwestern Mississippi, also known as the Mississippi 

Delta, probably appeared foreboding and uninhabitable to early European explorers. 

Much of the Yazoo Basin, although heavily settled in prehistoric times, was left 

unoccupied as other parts of Mississippi, like the Natchez Bluffs, were preferentially 

settled during the early colonial period (ca. the early 18th century). The tasks of clearing 

Delta forests, managed for centuries by its indigenous residents, and draining swamps fell 

to pioneers, frontier settlers, and the United States government after the Civil War, when 

the need for additional agricultural land increased exponentially (Brain 1989:6). This 

flooded landscape also prevented early explorers like Squier and Davis (Squier and Davis 

1848) from entering the region (Brain 1989:6). It was finally Cyrus Thomas working for 

the Smithsonian Institution in the late 1800s, who finally brought the archaeology of the 

Yazoo Basin into greater focus (Thomas 1985). However, the landscape witnessed by 

Thomas’ assistants, including William Henry Holmes, was not an aboriginal landscape; 

by the late 1800s it was already a product of modern disturbances, principally the 

plowing down of mounds and individually-coordinated levee construction projects by 

land owners to facilitate year-round agriculture (Brain 1989:18). Only one set of 
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documents describes the Yazoo Basin before major historic-period disturbances 

irrevocably altered native landscapes – those are the documents left by the written 

accounts of the mid-sixteenth-century Hernando de Soto entrada (Clayton et al. 1995; 

Galloway 1997a; Hudson 1997; Young and Hoffman 1993).  

Soto and his men began their sojourn across the southern United States at the 

Bahía de Espíritu Santo in 1539; today, the bahía, or bay, is known as Tampa Bay, 

Florida. Extensive study of the Soto documents and encounters with native chiefdoms has 

led to direct correspondences between documented polities and archaeological 

sites/phases (Worth 2012:12); to name just a few, the Parkin site and the principal town 

in the chiefdom of Casqui (Morse and Morse 1983), the Little Egypt site and the 

paramount village of the Coosa chiefdom (Hudson et al. 1985a:732), and the Berry site 

with the Burke phase and Joara (Beck and Moore 2002:201). While it may be impossible 

to identify all of the provinces Soto visited, especially since the entrada had given away 

much of their material wealth by the time they reached the Mississippi River, the 

documents can be a valuable heuristic for archaeological data. The authors of the various 

documents describe powerful and imperious chiefs, expansive fields of maize, and large 

earthen mounds, especially in and around the LMV. This project does not seek to 

correlate historically documented towns and political centers with specific sites and direct 

archaeological correlates in the Yazoo Basin (Brown 2008:379; Steward 1942; Strong 

1972; Wedel 1961). Instead, it uses Galloway’s (2002) and Brain’s (1988) conceptions of 

an ethnohistoric archaeology that looks for broad-scale patterns in documentary and 

archaeological data. In this perspective, it is the sequences of events that provide an 

interpretive framework for archaeological data. The sites and sequence of events that are 



19 

 

important here are those that occurred at the Mississippi River and among the polities of 

Quiz Quiz and Quigualtam. These two polities are discussed in detail herein, but they are 

important because they controlled provinces consisting of several sites, some with 

monuments, and they either maintained alliances or were allied with provinces and 

polities on the west bank of the Mississippi River. Given that Carson was once located on 

or near the Mississippi River, this site is an excellent candidate for studying late 

prehistoric political dynamics in the Yazoo Basin and using ethnohistoric documents to 

interpret archaeological data. Carson is a very large site, with monumental earthworks, 

and the events and encounters of the Soto entrada at Quiz Quiz revolve around a large 

and politically powerful entity with earthen mounds. At just over 1.5 km long and 

between 60-75 hectares in area, Carson is one of the largest sites in the region. Both Quiz 

Quiz and Carson are located in roughly the same area and they are both large settlements 

on the Mississippi River; therefore, the descriptions of Quiz Quiz and nearby polities can 

and should be applied towards interpreting archaeological data from the Carson site, 

whether or not Carson can be or should be identified as one of the principal towns of 

Quiz Quiz. 

The monumental landscape of the Yazoo Basin was traversed by the Hernando de 

Soto expedition in 1541, after Soto’s visit to the province of Coosa and the epic battle of 

Mabila in 1540, and after Soto’s winter encampment in the province of Chicaza, in 

northeastern Mississippi, near the Tombigbee River (Brain et al. 1974; Clayton et al. 

1995; Galloway 1986; Galloway 1997a; Hudson et al. 1985a; Hudson 1997). Historically 

and today, this area is Chickasaw territory, and towns were said to be surrounded by 

grassy plains, on a level elevation, and cleared of brush, perhaps “brought about by 
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Indians in preparing the land for cultivation” (Swanton 1985:222; see also Johnson 

1997:300, 303). Similar descriptions of lush corn fields shows up in the Soto narratives at 

towns like Ocale, Anhayca, and near Cofitachequi (Hudson 1997:102, 123, 153) and it is 

probable that many provinces of Mississippian peoples were covered with agricultural 

fields. The entrada passed through Chicaza in northeastern Mississippi and then traveled 

westward to the province of Quiz Quiz (Swanton 1985:227). It is generally accepted that 

they passed through an unoccupied province of forests and swamps, a trip that may have 

taken nine days (Swanton 1985: 227), or seven (Clayton et al 1993). Weddle calls the 

region through which they passed “another watery wilderness” (Weddle 1997:228), 

which sounds like an apt description of the environment of the Yazoo Basin before the 

construction of modern levees. 

The following pages describe Native provinces in and around the LMV and the 

Yazoo Basin and is based on the accounts of Luys Hernandez de Biedma, Rodrigo 

Rangel, the Gentleman of Elvas, and Garcilaso de la Vega (Clayton et al. 1993; Galloway 

1997; Hudson 1997). Biedma, Rangel (also spelled Ranjel), and the unnamed Gentleman 

of Elvas were all present on the expedition with Soto and provide the most accurate 

telling of Native societies and environments. Biedma was the official regent for the King 

of Spain present during the expedition and his concise narrative is most often used to 

understand place names, polities, provinces, and Native resources (Altman 1997:3, 5). 

Rangel’s diary of the expedition, written as Soto’s secretary, was not published until the 

mid-nineteenth-century and was amended and edited by Oviedo, warden of the fort at 

Santo Domingo in New Spain (Galloway 1997b:12, 15). The Gentleman of Elvas was an 

anonymous Portuguese member of the expedition who was not closely connected to Soto 
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and whose notes from the expedition were published posthumously; his account has 

likely been commingled with Rangel’s by later editors, although it contains useful 

information from men who were not officers but soldiers on the ground (Galloway 

1997b:26).  Garcialaso de la Vega, also known as the Inca, was born in Peru of mixed 

ancestry to a Spaniard and noble Inca woman, and he wrote his account of the Soto 

expedition while in Spain and after hearing various accounts of the expedition from first-

hand and secondary sources. He was not present like the other chroniclers, and 

consequently, is the least reliable source.  

 

Quiz Quiz 

 

The province of Quiz Quiz is supposed to have been located in a treeless prairie 

that was bounded to the east by an unoccupied province of trees and swamps (Clayton et 

al. 1993; Swanton 1985:227; Weddle 1997:228). The province encompassed three related 

villages, all within 5.5 km (one league) of one another (Brown 2008:376; Swanton 

1985:228), one of which was located close to the active Mississippi River channel 

(Hudson 1997:278). Each village was well supplied with maize, each possessing large 

storehouses of the grain ripe for taking, and Soto did indeed take food from these 

storehouses. These storehouses were likely a component of communal food storage and 

redistribution strategies, an element of group-oriented leadership. Soto and his men 

camped on a grassy plain between the village closest to them and the river for well over a 

month building rafts to cross the Mississippi River, and each day, Soto was visited by 

warrior boatmen from the west side of the Mississippi, led by a chief named Aquixo; 

Rangel numbers these warriors as high as 7000 (Clayton et al. 1993:300). The chief 
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himself came out as well, and claimed that he held power over all the land they could see. 

In these contestations, Soto and his men were challenged daily by the warriors, but, 

unfortunately, no further mention of Aquixo is made in accounts of the routes traveled by 

the Soto expedition after crossing the Mississippi.  

The Gentleman of Elvas writes that the second village of Quiz Quiz was well 

supplied with maize, and both Biedma and Elvas indicate the men were out in the fields 

when they first arrived at the village (Clayton et al. 1993:111, 239). Given that the 

mother of the cacique (a Taíno Indian word for chief adopted by the Spanish) was 

kidnapped at the first village, and that a large storehouse of maize was present at the 

second village, the production and storage of surplus resources seems a likely possibility. 

Biedma’s narrative suggests the chief of Quiz Quiz, while powerful, was also a vassal of 

Pacaha, which was a large polity on the west bank of the Mississippi River. The main 

town of Pacaha was encircled by a large ditch and embankment and was accessible via a 

canal connected to a large lake; possible archaeological candidates for the main town of 

Pacaha are likely the Bradley site or a component of the Pecan Point sites (Morse and 

Morse 1996; see also Dye 1993:48-51). It is possible the third village of Quiz Quiz was 

located either on the banks of the Mississippi or a reasonably sized tributary (Swanton 

1985:228) but perhaps a half-league (between two to three kilometers) distant from the 

active channel (Hudson 1997:278). Dye reports that sites 3CT7, 40, 43, and 245 could 

potentially represent additional towns that were vassal to Pacaha and that were described 

as palisaded by the chroniclers of the Soto expedition (Dye 1993:49; Morse and Morse 

1990:208).  
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Figure 2.1 Mound A enclosure at the Carson site, with an inset map showing the 

corresponding section of the Carson site map made by William Henry Holmes (Thomas 

1894: Pl XI). 
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Some scholars correlate the Walls phase with Quiz Quiz (Dye 1993:41; Mainfort 

1999:146), which is located in and around the Memphis areas, however, this relationship 

has long been evaluated and contested (Brown 2008:378; Dye 1993:37), and another 

hypothesis stipulates that the Mound A enclosure at Carson (Figure 2.1) formed one of 

the Quiz Quiz capital towns, with outlying sites like Dickerson, Salomon, Parchman, 

Humber-McWilliams, and Craig comprising the province of Quiz Quiz (Brain et al. 1974; 

Brown 2008). Phillips, Ford, and Griffin supported a crossing at Commerce Landing, 

located near modern-day Tunica, Mississippi (Phillips et al. 2003:385), which was based 

on early translations of Rangel’s account (Dye 1993:37; Lewis 1902). Most scholars 

currently support models by Dan and Phyllis Morse and Charles Hudson, who have 

moved the location of Quiz Quiz farther upriver from Commerce Landing to the vicinity 

of the Walls phase and Norfolk and Walls river meanders (Hudson 1997:277; Morse and 

Morse 1990; Dye 1993:38). Based on topographic and geographic correlations, Dye 

suggests the Irby site, the Walls site, and the Woodlyn site were Quiz Quiz towns, all of 

which are in the vicinity of the Walls phase, near Memphis, Tennessee (Dye 1993:42-43). 

However, no definitive evidence for Spanish contact has been found in the area, and 

consequently, the exact location of Quiz Quiz remains unknown. 

 

Arkansas: Casqui and Pacaha 

 

The exploits of Soto and his men on the west side of the Mississippi River are 

well-known, especially for their intervention in the longstanding rivalry between  the 

competing chiefdoms of Casqui and Pacaha and for the construction of a Christian cross 

on the summit of a large earthen mound at Casqui (known today as the Parkin site; 
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Mitchem 1996). In the province of Casqui, Soto and his men formed an alliance with the 

chief to go raid the village at Pacaha. Casqui is identified as the Parkin site based on 

several factors; 1) the identification of a 7-faceted chevron bead and a Clarksdale bell at 

the site, 2) the excavation and radiocarbon dating of a large post (cal A.D. 1514-1663) 

likely associated with the cross constructed on the mound (Hudson 1997:291; Mitchem 

2014:1-2), and 3) correlations with the modern landscape surrounding Parkin with 

features described in the documentary record (Hudson 1997:464; Morse 1983:305-313).  

Other scholars have proposed that the Starkey site and the Kent phase may have been the 

province of Casqui (Brain et al. 1974), but more recent findings from the Parkin site and 

revision of the Soto route by Charles Hudson make Parkin a far more probable candidate 

for Casqui (Morse 1993:59). The identification and carbon dating of wood charcoal from 

a large post of the mound summit at Parkin has been instrumental in making the positive 

identification of Caqui at Parkin (Mitchem 1996; Morse 1993:59). Garcilaso, in 

particular, provides the richest description of the carpenter Maestro Francisco who was 

tasked with constructing a cross on a mound, which was said to have been made from the 

trunk sections of a large tree (Clayton et al. 1993, V2:392; Hudson 1997:292).  They 

made this cross to bless the chief and his people, who revered Soto and his men, and to 

bring rains in the midst of a draught.  The chief also asked for Soto’s help in raiding 

another village, that of the chief of Pacaha.   

At the capital village of Pacaha, Soto’s men raided and sacked what they could 

find, and they destroyed a temple on top of the mound summit (Hudson 1997:292, 294). 

We also know that Pacaha was fortified and that many of the larger Pacaha towns had 

mounds. The only evidence linking an archaeological site to Pacaha is some lead shot 
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found at a cluster of sites known as the Bradley sites. However, Pacaha could also be 

assigned to some Nodena phase sites based on site size and site distributions (Hudson 

1997), and Brain et al. have argued that the Walls phase should be associated with 

Pacaha. The archaeological identity of Pacaha is less well established than Casqui and 

future work in the region should help to clarify the actual place on the landscape where 

Soto and his men attacked Pacaha.  

 

Quiqualtam 

 

In mid-April of 1542, Soto and his men were encamped at Guachoya, a mounded 

settlement near the confluence of the Arkansas and Mississippi rivers (Duncan 

1996:419). There, Soto caught fever, watched his men dwindle in number, and endured 

the harassment of warrior boatmen from Quigualtam, a powerful nation on the east bank 

of the Mississippi. Soto failed to impress the chief with his boisterous claims of power, 

and in May of 1542, Soto died.  

Quigualtam was reportedly one of the most powerful chiefdoms along the lower 

Mississippi (Swanton 1985:272).  Luis de Moscoso, Soto’s second in command, feared 

Quigualtam and led the entrada into a year-long folly, trying to reach the Spanish 

territories in Mexico by overland route. In July of 1543, Moscoso returned to the west 

bank of the Mississippi and the men built seven boats near the province of Aminoya. 

Hudson places their last winter encampment in present-day southeast Arkansas, although 

there remains the possibility they camped in present-day northeast Louisiana (Brain et. al 

1974; Hudson 1997:378-379). The chief of Quigualtam, was well aware of the Spaniards’ 
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efforts to escape the lower valley by the river at Aminoya (Barnett 2007:6; Ethridge 

2010:120; Swanton 1985:272). Starting at Huhasene, perhaps near the confluence of the 

Arkansas and Mississippi Rivers, Moscoso and his men were attacked by warrior 

boatmen from Quigualtam all the way to somewhere south of present-day Natchez, 

Mississippi. The attacks lasted well over three days and speak to the power of the 

Quigualtam chief and his ability to mobilize a large number of warriors several days 

distant from his village. The chief of Quigualtam was powerful enough to have drawn 

allegiance from far afield, and to inspire awe in groups as far north as Chicaza, 

Guachoya, Huhasene, and Aminoya; that by the late 1600s and early 1700s no such 

chiefdom existed signifies the significant decline of native chiefdoms prior to French 

colonization (Barnett 2007:20). Did this decline precede contact with Soto? For the 

Chickasaws, some suggest a decline in complexity (social organization, the role and 

power of chiefs) preceded Soto, as indicated by a shift in settlements out of prairies and 

into upland environments and the cessation of mound construction activities (Johnson 

1997:307).  Meanwhile, in the Yazoo Basin, recent archaeological excavations at sites 

comprising the Hushpuckena and Parchman phases have demonstrated that late 

prehistoric period political upheavals (Stevens 2006:116) coincided with large-scale, 

rapid mound building events (Haley 2014; Mehta et al. 2012) and an increasing 

dependence on the farming of maize and native cultigens. The construction of large 

mound stages at larger sites has been demonstrated to be associated with elite leadership 

strategies and the rapid construction of mounds with factional and fissioning polities 

(Blitz 1999:583; see Blitz and Livingood 2004; Payne 1994). It is still unclear if social 

and demographic declines preceded Soto in the Yazoo Basin. One argument against such 
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a position might be that mound construction at Mound D at Carson seems to have 

continued after the Soto event horizon, a possibility that will be discussed in detail later 

in the dissertation.  

Quigualtam was located on the east bank of the Mississippi River and it may have been 

located in southwestern Mississippi, likely somewhere below where the Arkansas River 

enters the Mississippi River and the bottom of the Natchez Bluffs (Jeter 2002:165; Mehta 

2013:39-40). The home of the chief could have been located at the Lake George, Glass, 

Anna, or Emerald sites (Figure 2.2; Brain 1978, 1989; Brown 1998:57; Hudson 

1997:345; Williams and Brain 1983), or perhaps even on the west side of the river at 

either the Transylvania or Fitzhugh mound sites (Barnett 2007:13). The powerful reach of 

Quigualtam, located somewhere in the vicinity of central to southwestern Mississippi, 

may have been influential enough to have required the allegiance of native provinces as 

far as Chicaza, Guachoya, Huhasene, and Aminoya (Mehta 2013:38-39). Although it is 

difficult to compare scales of political power, especially considering the paucity of late 

prehistoric archaeological data in the LMV, it is possible the that geopolitical expanse of 

Quigualtam was comparable with that of a similar geopolitical entity, the Coosa, whose 

chiefdom reached from central Alabama to central Tennessee (Hally et al. 1990; Hudson 

et al. 1985b:733; Marvin T.. Smith 2000).  

 



29 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.2  Map of archaeological sites that may correspond with the chiefdoms of 

Quigualtam (1-7) and Quiz Quiz (8-11): (1) Lake George, (2) Glass, (3) Anna, (4) 

Emerald, (5) Transylvania, (6) Fitzhugh, (7) Winterville, (8) Carson, (9) Parchman, (10) 

Salomon, and (11) Humber-McWilliams (Mehta 2013:40). 
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Vegetation and Landscapes of the Soto Entrada  

 

In general, the documentary evidence points towards a landscape of hierarchy 

punctuated by monuments, rivers, and flooded, empty spaces. Hudson (1997:277) 

suggests the Lower Mississippi Valley was densely populated at the time of European 

contact and that the vacant, and wet and swampy land the entrada passed through on their 

way from the Alibamo fort and Chicaza to Quiz Quiz must represent a buffer zone 

between the chiefdoms of present-day east and west Mississippi. Written accounts of the 

Soto entrada indicate the northern Yazoo landscape was frequently flooded from 

Mississippi River and backwater flooding. Emerging from these floodwaters were 

numerous villages with monumental architecture, many of which were surrounded by 

agricultural fields (some far off and some nearby). The entrada certainly would have 

passed through old growth forests interwoven with ponded depressions, standing water, 

and swamps all the way to the Mississippi River; bald oak, tupelo, and oak trees would 

have flourished in this environment, and pine, a secondary growth species, would not 

have survived well in the managed climax forest (pine sap was not readily available to 

seal the entrada’s brigantines for their last voyage down the Mississippi to the Gulf). In 

the southern Yazoo Basin, the forested landscape is described as mostly willow and 

cypress in low-lying areas and ash, elm, hickory, walnut, maple, and honey locust on 

ridges; again, pine is absent in this area (Hudson 1997:388). Many of these species are 

climax forest species that thrive in open environments where they can dominate the 

canopy. Management of tree species is not unheard of in the documentary record and 

native landscape management practices have been studied extensively (Abrams and 

Nowacki 2008; Hammett 1992, 1997, 2000). The use of fire was, of course, a common 
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practice, principally utilized to thin the underbrush and promote the propagation of 

certain tree and plant species (Mann 2005:283-288; Hammett 1992). Some have 

suggested even that burning was so extensive a practice that the great plumes of smoke, 

ash, and carbon dioxide resulting from these fires was sufficient to create warmer 

climates in the northern hemisphere, perhaps facilitating, among other events, the Nordic 

expansion into Greenland and the New World at the turning of the second millennium 

A.D. (Mann 2005; McGovern et al. 2007; Ogilvie et al. 2000). This was known as 

Medieval Warm Period and it was followed by a period of climatic cooling known as the 

“Little Ice Age” (A.D. 1350 to AD 1850), which scholars think might be related to a 

massive uptake of carbon dioxide by newly sprouted tree species which flourished after 

native population disruptions and decimations subsequent to European contact in the 

New World (Nevle et al. 2011).  

What can these tree species tell us about the chiefdoms of Quiz Quiz and 

Quigualtam? Biedma noted the Caluc, possibly located around present-day Southeast 

Arkansas, did not practice any agriculture (Swanton 1985:229), yet Hudson claims the 

residents of Quiz Quiz were out working their maize fields when Soto first arrived. Given 

the northern extent of Quigualtam coincides with the northern boundary of Coles Creek 

cultures, at or around the Winterville site (Figure 2.2), and that it is not terribly likely 

Coles Creek peoples were agriculturalists, it might be suggested lower Yazoo Basin 

cultures, like those of Quigualtam, were also not agriculturalists. Forest clearing for 

agriculture would have resulted in opportunities for first-line tree species to take root, and 

in this case, that would have been short leaf and loblolly pine (Peacock 1993); the 

absence of these species might indicate that the Quigualtam resource base was not 
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grounded in agricultural products. Paleobotanical and subsistence research from southern 

portions of the LMV generally indicates that maize agriculture was not at all common 

before A.D. 1200 and was not prevalent in the southern reaches of the valley after A.D. 

1200 (Fritz and Kidder 1993; Fritz 2008; Kidder and Fritz 1993). Quiz Quiz, on the other 

hand, in located in the northern/central portion of the LMV, and there were large stores of 

maize in at least some towns in the province. In the nearby Arkansas River lowlands, 

large-scale maize agriculture is archaeologically documented after A.D. 1100, a pattern 

and practice of corn production quite similar to other large Mississippian centers like 

Cahokia and Moundville (Scarry 1993a; Scarry 1993b). This might indicate that the 

resource bases of Quiz Quiz and Quigualtam were quite different, one with maize 

agriculture and one without. Monumentality need not necessarily be associated with 

agricultural surplus; sometimes, non-agricultural societies can build large mounds rather 

quickly (Ortmann and Kidder 2013), including Coles Creek cultures of Mississippi, 

Louisiana, and Arkansas (Brown 1984; Ford 1951; Kidder 1992; O'Hear et al. 2009; Roe 

and Schilling 2010; Roe 2010). Consequently, the Soto documents provide the ability to 

infer differences in resource bases among societies associated with broadly comparable 

forms of monumental earthworks.   

 

Historically Documented Cultural Groups from the Later 1600s and 1700s 

 

Historically documented native groups from the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries are often used analogically to describe prehistoric native chiefdoms and 

societies (Brown 2008:379; Hoffman 1992; Lorenz 1997; Neitzel 1965; Neitzel 1983; 

Strong 1972; Wedel 1961). Despite the difficulty of linking together historically 
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documented Native American groups and prehistoric native polities known from 

archaeological evidence (Barreis 1961; Brose 1971; Galloway 1986), there is still much 

wisdom and knowledge to be gained by studying historic documents on native lifeways. 

My research uses Galloway’s (2002) and Brain’s (1988) conception of an ethnohistoric 

archaeology that looks for broad-scale patterns in documentary and archaeological data 

rather than the attempt to directly link historic groups with prehistoric sites (see Strong 

1972). From this perspective, it is the sequences of events that provide an interpretive 

framework for archaeological data. As Galloway (2002:237) writes, “Even if these 

identifications [archaeological sites correlated to the historically documented sixteenth-

century villages of Quiz Quiz and Quigualtam] are wrong, the sequences of subsequent 

devolution would remain substantially the same.” This means it is best to study through 

the documentary record social, cultural, and political processes, and to use these 

processes to understand archaeological data generally, not specifically. Consequently, I 

describe and summarize research on the historically-known Natchez, Quapaw, and 

Tunica Indians, and use this information, along with documents from the Soto expedition, 

to better understand archaeology at the Carson site.  

 The Natchez are a multi-cultural and coalescent society that was centered in and 

around the Natchez Bluffs during the late 17th and early 18th centuries (Barnett 2007; 

Brown 1985, 1989, 2007; Mehta 2013; Neitzel 1965, 1983). The most salient components 

of Natchez society for the present study are its spatially dispersed settlement system, 

documented archaeologically (Brown 1985) and as described by Andre Pénicaut, a 

trained carpenter from France, and based on his experiences traveling through the 

Natchez Bluffs in the early eighteenth century (McWilliams 1953:84; Swanton 1911:6-
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7). Both Pénicaut and Dumont De Montigny, a Recollect priest sent from the seminary in 

Quebec City to establish missions in native villages (Swanton 1911:20), confirm the 

presence of a dispersed hamlet settlement system that was composed of nine different 

villages throughout the Natchez Bluffs region claimed by the Natchez Great Suns 

(McWilliams 1953:84). Ian W. Brown (1985) has identified seven districts 

archaeologically, Fairchilds Creek/Coles Creek, Jenzenaque, White Apple, Grigra, Grand 

Village, Flour, and Tioux. We know that the Great Suns did not control all of these 

villages, including the Jenzanaque district and its leader, The Bearded (Barnett 2007:64; 

McWilliams 1953:167-167). For example, the Jenzanaque settlement captured a party of 

Canadian traders during the First Natchez War, and it was only a council of tribal leaders, 

not the Great Sun, who could convince The Bearded to release the Canadians. This 

incident suggests factionalism and discord were prevalent within Natchez society, and it 

indicates perhaps that chiefly leadership was often characterized by dissent and struggle, 

especially in an innovative context like colonialism, when native exchange economies 

were upended by valuable and prestigious European trade goods.  

Another salient component of Natchez society is its tumultuous and contentious 

political order, characterized by entrenched elites and competing aspirants (Barnett 

2007:64; Mehta 2013; Milne 2006:50). There are many cases during the years of 

European contact in which villages and factions within the multi-ethnic Natchez 

community allied themselves with English, French, and Spanish interests (Ethridge and 

Shuck-Hall 2009; Ethridge 2010:194; Jeter 2009:380). The primary ruling group, the 

Suns, most often dealt with the French and consequently their perspectives on leadership 

and power are most often recorded by visitors like Du Pratz, Pénicaut, and Gravier, 
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among others (Swanton 1911:47, 106). A detailed description of a temple at the Grand 

Village of the Natchez can be found in the journal writings of Father Jacques Gravier, a 

Jesuit missionary who lived in the Bluffs in 1700 (Swanton 1911:6). Antoine Simone Le 

Du Pratz, along with De Montigny, is one of the best sources on Natchez life in the early 

1800’s. Du Pratz lived in the new French colony of La Louisiane from 1718 to 1734 and 

spent a significant amount of time living with the Great Suns. As an amateur historian 

and naturalist, he was firmly convinced of the Natchez chief’s expansive powers, 

however, Swanton does write he had a “speculative turn of mind” (Swanton 1911:4), and 

recently translated documents suggest power in the Natchez Bluffs region was inchoate, 

contested, and recently acquired by the Great Suns (Mehta 2013:42-43).  

I think it is reasonable that leadership was not institutionalized in the Natchez 

Bluffs, despite the proclamations of the Sun polity at the Grand Village. Numerous 

documentary sources portray factionalism and discord as emblematic of social relations 

within Natchez villages and the greater Natchez community (see Barnett 2007; Sayre and 

Zecher 2012; Swanton 1911). There are many monumental sites in the Natchez Bluffs, as 

there are in other areas of the LMV, on both the eastern and western sides of the 

Mississippi River. Battles for power and leadership likely exemplified the complexities of 

chiefly succession, the material remains of which should be found at mounded centers 

and in mound summit structures. Several examples of mound summit temples with 

sacred/chiefly regalia are known. For example, the mound summit temple at the Grand 

Village of the Natchez contained sacred items that likely were quite similar to items of 

Mississippian sacra (J. Brown 1990; Knight 1986; Neitzel 1965, 1983; Swanton 

1911:114). Furthermore, recall the capital village of Pacaha where Soto’s men destroyed 
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a temple on a mound summit that was full of bones and sacred regalia (Hudson 1997:292, 

294). Descriptions of these buildings and archaeological finds at Fatherland, the site of 

the Grand Village of the Natchez, help guide archaeological interpretation of the structure 

on the summit of Mound D at the Carson site.   

 By studying the archaeology and the documentary record, archaeologists can 

understand how native polities in the LMV proliferated and collapsed. For the Natchez 

Great Suns, they never could exert sufficient sway over an entire region. Perhaps this was 

due to the disparate cultural groups living in the area, or the ease with which any lesser 

chiefs and/or commoners could obtain European goods without resorting to trade 

relations with the Suns and their producers and/or tradesmen. In this way, wealth, capital, 

and embedded power structures were subverted by European trade networks, and with 

opportunities available to many to exert power through the control of wealth and prestige 

items, the power of the Sun polity waned.   

The Quapaw are a Plains Indian group associated with the Dhegihan language 

family, which also includes languages of the Osage, Omaha, Ponca, and Kansa (Hoffman 

1990:209). Quapaw settlements were located around the confluence of the lower 

Mississippi and Arkansas rivers in the late 1600s (Hoffman 1990:209). They had recently 

migrated there from the Plains as many related peoples moved out west. In the early 

1700s, they migrated southwards and were powerful enough to drive the Tunica from 

their homeland in northwest Mississippi (Hoffman 1990:210, 1992). It is likely that both 

Quapaw and Tunica peoples coexisted, perhaps with conflict, in the Arkansas River 

Valley for at least several generations. In general, the Quapaw spoke Dhegihan languages 

from more northern regions and had leadership forms more in common with people from 
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those places. Instead of entrenched hierarchies with powerful chiefs, the Quapaw had 

village leaders who were in no way all powerful (Fletcher and La Flesche 1972:35; 

Hoffman 1990b:213). They made their home in the Arkansas River bottoms and lived in 

large villages in bark or skin covered longhouses, a structure form common in the 

Midwest and Northeast (Hoffman 1990:212-213). The historically-known Quapaw were 

quite different from one another, within and between Quapaw villages, including in their 

ceramics, burials, architecture, and forms of leadership. Quapaw adaptability and 

flexibility in cultural practices likely contributed to their resilience in the face of broad-

scale geopolitical changes brought about by European contact, party ensuring their 

continued survival to this day (Brain 1988; Brown 1990; Hoffman 1990:221, 1993).  

The Tunica Indians are perhaps the historic native group most directly relevant to 

archaeological investigations at Carson and other sites in the northern Yazoo Basin. 

Jeffrey P. Brain has suggested that the ancestral home of the Tunica corresponds to the 

mid-sixteenth-century province of Quiz Quiz (Brain 1989:22; Brain et al. 1974), and 

although its physical location has been contested (see discussion above), the relevant 

point here is that northwestern Mississippi was once part of the Tunica homeland. Several 

historic maps place native towns with names like Tanco, Tanikoa, and Tinkoua on the 

west bank of the Mississippi River (Brain 1988:21-44; Hoffman 1992:46), including 

some maps drawn just a few years after the Soto expedition. The town variously named 

Tanco, Tanikoa, and Tinkoua was likely associated with the ancestral Tunica; its location 

on the west bank does not presuppose or circumscribe its domain to the west bank, since 

we know from the Soto documents that chiefdoms, like that of Aquijo [Aquixo], held 

sway over Quiz Quiz from the west bank of the river (Hudson 1997:284).  
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Brain’s (1989:25) extensive history of the Tunica confines them to the upper 

Sunflower River region until prolonged contacts with the French begin in the late 1600s. 

They eventually migrated to the west bank of the Mississippi River, beginning with a 

series of migrations through the lower Yazoo River and Pointe Coupee, eventually 

finding a home in Avoyelles Parish by the end of the Spanish colonial era in Louisiana 

from 1784 to 1786 (Brain 1988:44). Based on the archaeology of the Yazoo Basin and 

adjacent regions, it is certainly reasonable to suggest that the peoples and polities who 

lived in this area were some of the most complex and powerful chiefdoms in the Eastern 

Woodlands (Brain 1978, 1988:319-322; Hoffman 1992:30; Morse and Morse 1983:271-

314). The migration of the Tunica out of this region late in prehistory speaks to some 

extent of the disruptions and conflicts that must have occurred after the departure of the 

Soto expedition. However, despite the many social and cultural interruptions impacting 

the Tunica during their southward and westward diaspora, they maintained a cohesive 

and unified society marked by their own language, ideology, and social and political 

hierarchies, very much unlike the multi-ethnic Natchez (Brain 1988:318-319). In 

particular, although the Tunica faced significant changes due to losses in population and 

culture contact, they still maintained social differentiation while in the diaspora, as seen 

in burials at the Angola Farm and Trudeau sites (Brain 1988:319). Meanwhile, the role of 

ostentatious chiefs, like the Great Suns of the Natchez, was significantly diminished, and, 

instead, the statuses of war chiefs, like Bride-les-Boufs and Carodet, who supported the 

Tunica in battles for cultural preservation, were emphasized (Brain 1988:21; Hoffman 

1992:35). Documentary accounts summarized by Brain indicate a corporate or bilateral 

form of leadership persisted until the Tunica diaspora found its final home in Avoyelles 
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Parish, in the vicinity of Marksville, Louisiana. Unlike the Natchez, and much like the 

Quapaw, the Tunica persisted throughout the historic period, primarily through flexible 

social relationships and important roles in European trading economies, particularly 

around salt, horses, and European trade goods (Hoffman 1992:52).   

 

Summarizing the Ethnohistoric Literature 

 

Ethnohistoric archaeology is a rigorous technique aimed at eliminating 

idiosyncratic approaches to documentary research. In the study of primary documents 

written by explorers and colonists of the New World, scholars have defined a field of 

ethnohistory and the rigors of evaluating such documents (Galloway 1986, 1997; Hudson 

1966; Lurie 1961; Sturtevant 1966). The expedition of Hernando de Soto (e.g. Clayton et 

al. 1993; Hudson 1997) provides a significant amount of information about native 

societies located in and around the Yazoo Basin and the documents from the expedition 

describe cultural features like group size, settlement pattern, earthwork types, lineage 

system, and leadership systems. These prehistoric native societies were initially 

documented by the chroniclers of the Soto expedition in the middle of the sixteenth-

century and then many years later by Frenchmen entering and colonizing the LMV.   

Almost 150 years of darkness descends upon the LMV after the departure of Soto 

and his men. With the Spaniards gone, there are no written accounts of Europeans 

visiting the LMV until the 1673 Marquette-Joliet expedition. Jacques Marquette and 

Louis Joliet, a Jesuit missionary and fur trader, respectively, paddled down the 

Mississippi River from Michigan, to explore then-uncharted territories. They reached the 
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confluence of the Arkansas and Mississippi Rivers before sailing back for Quebec. The 

next French ingress into the LMV was made by René-Robert Cavelier, Sieur de La Salle, 

a French explorer who claimed territories for France’s new colony, La Louisiane. La 

Salle famously identified the mouth of the Mississippi River from the Gulf of Mexico and 

was also killed by his men in Texas during a failed later voyage. What is relevant here is 

that La Salle’s expedition from Quebec to the Great Lakes and down the Mississippi 

River in 1681 failed to identify or meet with chiefs and warriors from Quiz Quiz or 

Quigualtam (Barnett 2007:23).  Notably absent from the travelogues of these expeditions 

are the large, powerful, and warlike naval societies encountered by Soto and his men. 

These Frenchmen are not pursued up-and-down river.  Rather, they met with small 

groups, scattered here and there, and were occasionally engaged in minor conflicts 

(Barnett 2007:25; Weddle 1987). Consequently, it might be supposed that native societies 

in the Yazoo Basin were significantly changed after contact with the raiding and 

warmongering Spaniards. These encounters likely precipitated the exodus one of the 

larger ethnic groups of the Yazoo Basin, the Tunica, into the Natchez Bluffs, and 

ultimately across the river into Louisiana (Brain 1988).    

The Soto documents paint a picture of monumental earthworks at large towns 

surrounded by flooded fields, of chiefdoms separated by buffer zones, and of provinces 

united by social relationships that reached over the Mississippi River. Quiz Quiz was 

ostensibly vassal to Pacaha, and Casqui was at war with Pacaha. These contentious 

relationships might point to an inherent fragility of native chiefdoms in the LMV, 

systems that became less resilient after Soto’s departure. The documents portray the chief 

of Quigualtam, whose province was situated further south than Quiz Quiz, as incredibly 
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powerful, and he certainly had allies for days up and down the river; witness how he 

coordinated the final pursuit of Moscoso and his men during their fervent egress. Yet, 

documents from early French colonial Louisiana point to a contentious political situation 

in the Natchez Bluffs in the late 17th and early 18th centuries (Mehta 2013).  It might be 

suggested Soto aided in the destabilization of polities in the northern Yazoo Basin and 

across the river during his expedition, and that the ramifications of those actions 

eventually reached the Natchez Bluffs at sometime around the end of the seventeenth 

century.  

Yet, Spanish conquistadors and French explorers were not solely responsible for 

the dissolution of Quiz Quiz, Quigualtam, and subsequent Natchez polities. Native 

societies had their own internal conflicts, and cycles of chiefly competition and 

factionalism (Beck et al. 2007; Mehta 2013:57). Within the longue durée of Lower 

Mississippi Valley prehistory, complex societies periodically developed and collapsed, as 

evident from the continuity of monumental earthworks starting in the Archaic period and 

continuing through the Woodland and Mississippi periods (Gibson 2006; Kidder 2002; 

Saunders et al. 2005). Not only do earthen monuments persist through time, they persist 

even after the practice was abandoned during the Early Woodland period and then 

resumed by Marksville culture peoples in the Middle Woodland period (Kidder 2004). 

Monuments marked the landscape visited by Soto and it was the events precipitated by 

his arrival that led to the social and cultural landscape witnessed by later French visitors.  

Hernando de Soto and his entrada’s arrival in the LMV was surely significant and 

extraordinary, leading to many unpredictable outcomes. Whereas the Soto entrada had to 

face the warriors of Casqui and Pacaha and battle for three days the warrior boatmen of 
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Quigualtam, the French documents do not refer to very powerful chiefs in the Yazoo 

Basin. What happened during the “Dark Age” between Spanish and French contact?  I 

think it likely that large-scale social disruptions were largely precipitated by the presence 

of the Soto expedition in the lower and central Mississippi valley areas. The stealing of 

food and taking of captives by Soto and his men likely did much to challenge the political 

standing of Mississippian leaders, as did alliances formed between Soto and Caqui, as 

well as attacks on the village of Pacaha, a possible ally of Quiz Quiz. Subsequent to the 

Soto encounter, other processes such as chiefly cycling, immigration of different ethnic 

groups, shock waves emanating from cultural and political disruptions caused by British 

and Spanish colonies on the East Coast, and, on a lesser scale, epidemic diseases, all 

precipitated the demise of expansive and powerful native polities and chiefdoms (Mehta 

2013). In the absence of documents, only more archaeology at sites dating to this 

protohistoric period will allow scholars to understand what factors led to the decline of 

Quiz Quiz and Quigualtam. 

 In this dynamic and constantly changing landscape, river levees, crevasses, and 

natural high ground would have been ideal locations on the landscape for the construction 

of villages. The documents describe large rivers and streams, prairies of tall grasses, man-

made canals, and both natural and artificial elevations out of the floodplain. As 

Mississippi meanders formed, they left in their wake curved oxbow-shaped lakes with 

levees ideal for human habitation. The towns of Quiz Quiz were thought to have been 

built on this type of landscape, “like beads on a string” following the curved levee ridge 

of the Norfolk and Walls meanders of the Mississippi River (Hudson 1997:278). At least 

one of these towns had mounds and it is reasonable to think the other two visited by the 
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entrada had them as well.  Certainly we know Casqui and Pacaha had mounds and that 

mounds were still being used and lived on in the early 18th century by the Natchez (du 

Pratz in Swanton 1911:114, 139). While we may never find the archaeological correlates 

of Quiz Quiz and Quigualtam (Brown 2008:378), a few scholars have advocated a that 

the Clarksdale, Rufus Davis, and Montgomery (a portion of the Carson site) sites formed 

the Quiz Quiz capital towns, with Dickerson, Salomon, Parchman, Humber-McWilliams, 

and Craig potentially representing other towns within the province (Brain et al. 1974; 

Brown 2008). This may or may not be the case; however, many of the phenomena and 

events witnessed by the entrada are analogically applicable to the consideration of these 

sites, and documentary data should be used heuristically in the interpretation of 

archaeological data. 
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Chapter 3  
 

Archaeology of the Yazoo Basin and the Mississippian Southeast 

 

Cahokia, Moundville, and Etowah are the three best known Mississippian mound 

centers (A.D. 1000/1200 to 1540) in the Eastern Woodlands (King 2003; Knight 2010; 

Pauketat 2004; Steponaitis 2009). They are political centers of regional Mississippian 

societies that share specific traits like maize agriculture, flat-topped earthen monuments, 

wall-trench architecture, shell-tempered ceramics, varying degrees of social hierarchy 

and political centralization, political economies associated with surplus production and 

prestige goods circulation, and iconography (Beck 2013; Blitz 2010; Cobb 1993; Dye and 

Cox, eds. 1990; Kelly 1990; Kidder 1998; Knight 1998; Lewis and Stout, eds. 1998; 

Livingood 2008; Rogers 1995; Smith 1978, 1990). While Moundville and Etowah are 

relevant in terms of “Mississippian” characteristics and diversity across the Midwest and 

Southeast, they are not discussed in detail here. Rather, given that the relationships 

between Cahokia, the LMV, and the Yazoo Basin appear to be significantly stronger than 

elsewhere, Cahokia and sites from the LMV are reviewed here.  

Evidence for the cultural influence of Mississippian peoples from the Central 

Mississippi Valley and the American Bottom can be seen across the LMV and 

southeastern United States through the distribution of maize agriculture and objects with 
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Mississippian iconography (Fritz 2008a; Knight 2006). Some scholars have long 

suggested that events at Cahokia influenced cultural development in the lower reaches of 

the LMV (Brain 1978).  Nevertheless, in-situ socio-cultural developments in the lowest 

reaches of the LMV also influenced local cultural trajectories, namely with the 

development of Coles Creek and Plaquemine cultures (Kidder 2002; Rees and Livingood 

2007; Roe 2010; Roe and Schilling 2010). In this context, between Mississippian and 

Plaquemine cultures, Carson developed into a large multi-mound settlement. My work 

here contributes to recent studies on the nature of socio-political organization, settlement, 

and mound building at Carson (James 2010; Lansdell 2009; Mehta et al. 2012) and seeks 

to contextualize this important site within the broader Mississippian cultural landscape, 

including Cahokia, Moundville, and Etowah.   

 

Archaeology of the LMV – Cahokia 

 

One of the distinguishing factors of some Mississippian societies across the 

Southeast is maize agriculture, and by A.D. 900 in the American Bottom, large villages 

were already constructed by agricultural societies dependent on maize agriculture 

(Pauketat 1998:46). At around A.D. 500, societies of the American Bottom were already 

sedentary and exploiting local starchy seed plants and mast resources quite heavily; 

domesticated forms of chenopodium, an indigenous and local weedy floodplain plant 

species, are commonly found in Late Woodland contexts (Fritz 1990:398; Gremillion 

2002). The presence of large storage pits at the nearby Range site by A.D. 750-800 

indicates grain storage was important. Furthermore, the large oval-shaped storage pits 

were placed inside of plazas, suggesting they were for communal grain storage and 
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indicating a level of organization above the household. By the subsequent Range and 

Dohack phases (A.D. 700-950; Kelly 1990:126), households were clustered around 

plazas with large centrally located buildings, suggesting plazas had been appropriated by 

elites, presaging mound and plaza arrangements to come later at Cahokia.  

Communities at Cahokia were organized much in the same way as Range and 

George Reeves settlements at the Range site. Excavations at Tract 15A have 

demonstrated arrangements of households around central plazas (Pauketat 1998). In 

addition, excavations at the ICT II tract demonstrates how site layout and domestic space 

change from Late Woodland American Bottom layouts, like those at Range, to more 

typical Cahokia-style layouts with an emphasis on nodal sites. After the eleventh-century 

population explosion at Cahokia, there was a massive build-up of mounds and plazas at 

the site, making the site unique in the region, and consisting of flat-top earthen mounds, 

conical mounds, and ridge mounds (Baires 2014:20). Other mounded sites were present 

across the region, but none like Cahokia. Some sites have several mounds, like the 

Mitchell site, while others only have one mound, like the Horseshoe Lake site. Some 

sites, such as Emerald, had a dual plaza layout, while others, like the Robert Schneider 

site, were small farmsteads without mounds. Thus, it is clear there was a multi-tiered 

hierarchy of sites between Cahokia and outlying sites.   

Based on a detailed study of demography, structure-use life cycles, and site 

occupation histories between Cahokia and the adjacent Richland uplands, Pauketat 

(2003) emphasizes that Mississippian traits like shell-tempering, wall-trench architecture, 

maize agriculture, and platform mounds became common in the highlands adjacent to 

Cahokia after several pluralistic groups are moved into the region by elites from Cahokia. 
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By bringing in and resettling communities from outside of the Cahokia area, Cahokian 

elites facilitated the creation of a socio-cultural milieu that was characterized more by a 

variety of cultural expressions than a ubiquitous set of cultural traits. The resettlement of 

farmers into the uplands was a complex and negotiated process, fully embodied by 

disparate groups maintaining polyvalent cultural practices, yet adopting Mississippian 

lifeways as well. As Pauketat describes Mississippian culture at Cahokia, it is not a 

deterministic, pan-cultural leviathan but rather, an imbricated history contingent upon 

unique developments in the American Bottom and the Yazoo Basin, among other places. 

Thus, following Pauketat’s outline of Mississippianization in the American Bottom, my 

research seeks to develop a detailed narrative of the historical events that transpired at 

Carson making it the site we see today on the landscape. The Yazoo Basin was home to 

communities and societies with a long history of monumentality, village life, and of 

floodplain agriculture, whether of maize, beans, and squash, weedy floodplain species, or 

forest mast resources (Fritz 2008b; Settle 2012). At Carson, mast resources and maize 

were intensively utilized, while at other late Mississippian sites like Parchman Place, 

local species like chenopod, sumpweed, sunflower, knotweed, and little barley were 

intensively used (Settle 2012:51). I might suggest the Yazoo Basin was full of 

communities of unique and disparate peoples that, much like the various settlements in 

and around the American Bottom, engaged in practices both similar and dissimilar from 

one another, and creating Mississippian society through contested and collaborative 

practices.  

 The decline of Cahokia is interpreted to begin with the construction of a large 

palisade around the central core of the site, spatially separating the interior of the site 
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from the exterior, and thus separating commoners from the elite. Furthermore, the 

palisade was made from over 3000 logs and it was built several times, indicating the 

large-scale destruction of the forests surrounding the site.  Archaeologists have identified 

that greater varieties of tree species were used in later versions of the palisade versus 

earlier versions, which may indicate that preferential tree species were being eliminated 

(Lopinot and Woods 1993). This deforestation, coupled with a de-emphasis on corporate 

strategies to emphasize network strategies, as seen in elite goods in Mound 72 and central 

palisade (Fowler 1999:17), as well as the onset of the Little Ice Age, a time of climatic 

deterioration (Mann et al. 2009; Vermeer and Rahmstorf 2009), may have had much to 

do with the eventual downfall of Cahokia at around A.D. 1300. In addition, a trend 

towards isolating and making sacred Mississippian elites late in the Stirling phase also 

impacted the downfall of Cahokia (Pauketat 2008:40).  

 As the first of its kind, Cahokia was a large Mississippian urban settlement that 

rose and fell within a span of about 250 years. The characteristic features of 

Mississippian culture at Cahokia, i.e. mound building, maize agriculture, shell tempered 

pottery, and various forms of hierarchy, spread throughout the southeastern and mid-

continental United States over the course of several centuries, becoming especially 

prevalent at sites like Moundville, Etowah, and Spiro. Earthen monuments in particular 

are common and they can be flat-toppped, pyramidal, conical, double-conical, and/or 

ridge-topped, in shape. Often referred to as mounds, they can be the tombs for the dead, 

symbols of leadership or kin-group affiliation (Blitz and Livingood 2004), and/or icons of 

Mississippian ideology, or sacra (Knight 1986). At Cahokia, there were approximately 

120 of these of earthen monuments. Truncated pyramidal mounds are found across the 
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Eastern Woodlands from Wisconsin to North Carolina, from Louisiana to Georgia, and 

their morphology and function have been ascribed a variety of meanings, from sub-

structural mounds to platforms for communal activities (Fowler 1997:186; Kassabaum et 

al. 2011; Knight 1986:678). Meanwhile, double conical mounds are not found at 

Cahokia, though they are present at earlier Woodland sites like the Pinson mounds 

(Mainfort 1988). Conical mounds, however, in addition to also being components of 

Middle Woodland landscapes, are also found across the Mississippian landscape at 

Cahokia (Fowler 1997:186). Two conical mounds are found on the western flank of 

Rattlesnake Mound, next to Mound 66, and next to Mound 72, among other places 

(Baires 2014; Fowler 1997:186, 188). These conical mounds are not well-researched but 

some are known to contain human remains, such as the Jondro Mound, #78 (Moorehead 

1929:51-52). These conical mounds are often found paired with other mounds and it is 

thought they were often burial mounds associated with truncated platform mounds, the 

latter supporting charnel houses for the former (Fowler 1997:188). No such studies 

supporting this relationship have taken place at Carson, however, numerous disarticulated 

burials have been identified in the Mound A embankment area, indicating that at the 

least, charnel houses and disarticulated burials were common.  

 Ridge-top mounds are commonly found at Cahokia, eight known examples have 

been documented, Mound 72 being the most famous (Baires 2014:2; J. Brown 1997, 

2003; Fowler 1997:199). Ridge-top mounds are most often used as examples of ritual and 

hierarchy (Fowler 1997; J. Brown 1997; Pauketat 2010), while recent research has 

suggested these kinds of mounds were used in the process of making and creating the 

Cahokia polity, with references to Hopewell ceremonialism and mortuary rituals (Baires 
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2014:3). Fowler suggests these mounds were markers of space, delimiting at various 

points in time the limits of urban Cahokia (Fowler 1997:188).  

Moundville, Etowah, and Spiro are important sites, but only a few among many.  

In the Yazoo Basin, there are hundreds of other mounded sites, smaller for sure, but still 

important elements of the Mississippian world. In this regard, monumental earthworks of 

the Yazoo Basin are important components of Mississippian culture and history.  

 

 

Archaeology of the Northern Yazoo Basin 

 

 The Yazoo Basin is a roughly ovoid-shaped floodplain 160 km wide east to west 

and 200,320 km long north to south in northwestern Mississippi (Figure 3.1). The basin 

contains numerous archaeological sites with monumental architecture that were the focus 

of several seminal archaeological studies (Brain 1989; McNutt 1996a; McNutt 1996b; 

Phillips 1970; Phillips et al. 2003; Williams and Brain 1983). Locally known as the 

“Mississippi Delta”, the basin drains approximately 33670 km2, or about 3,367,000 

hectares, and contains exceptional agricultural soils that have been farmed extensively by 

both pre-Columbian and modern peoples.  
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Figure 3.1  The Lower Mississippi Valley; the Yazoo Basin is centrally located in the 

LMV, in the area enclosed by the dashed box. Phillips, Ford, and Griffin’s original 

survey areas are shown, as are deposits predating and postdating the Holocene (adapted 

from Saucier 1994:8). 
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Large-scale monument construction began in the Late Woodland Peabody phase (A.D. 

1000-1100; Phillips 1970:917-918), and expanded rapidly during the early Mississippi 

period (Belmont 1961; Brain 1978; Nelson 2014). Mound construction continued into the 

Mississippi period, at so expansive of a rate it has been called “megalomoundia” (Brain 

1978), a phenomenon whereby many earthen monuments were constructed within a short 

time frame. While the root source of this phenomenon is poorly understood, it is 

generally thought that maize, beans, and squash agriculture, shell-tempered ceramics, 

nucleated settlement around a monumental site-center, and hierarchical forms of social 

organization have their genesis in the American Bottom and that they became more 

common in the northern Yazoo Basin after A.D. 1200 (Brain 1989:119). Archaeological 

evidence for large-scale monument construction in the Mississippi period is seen at 

numerous sites across the northern Yazoo Basin (Belmont 1961; Brooks 1980; Connaway 

1981; Stevens 2006), many of which are located on natural levee ridges of relict 

Mississippi River meander channels (Connaway 1977).  

 Despite the continued debate regarding “Mississippian” cultural transmission into 

the Yazoo Basin and the LMV (Weinstein 2004:31), it is evident a large indigenous 

population was living at monumental sites in the northern Yazoo well into late prehistory 

and up to the time of contact with Hernando de Soto (Brown 2008). While the origins of 

hierarchical, agricultural, and mound building cultures in the northern Yazoo are unclear, 

the end result is not, and the Soto documents do much to elucidate the political and social 

context of late prehistoric society in the area.  

 Although the Archaic, Woodland, and Mississippi periods are used as broad 

classificatory devices in the Yazoo Basin, regional scholars have defined additional, more 
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detailed periods relevant to the region (Phillips et al 2003; Phillips 1970; Williams and 

Brain 1983; Brain 1989). Phillips (1970) begins the Yazoo Basin cultural sequence with 

the Poverty Point period, which was defined by baked clay objects, also known as 

Poverty Point objects (PPO’s) and the absence of ceramics in midden contexts; the 

Poverty Point culture may have developed sui generis along the Gulf coastal plain and 

moved up the Mississippi. The subsequent Tchula period is defined on the appearance of 

pottery, a platy clay-tempered (or untempered most likely) ware, in the region. Fiber-

tempered pottery does appear earlier than Tchula wares, but it is not well-represented in 

the Yazoo Basin. The Marksville period, initially thought to be the first in the Yazoo 

cultural sequence (Phillips et al. 2003:454-455), marks the intrusion of Hopewellian 

influences from the north into the region; site scale architecture and ceramics begin to 

show affinity to typical Ohio and Havana Hopewell traditions. Phillips (1970:16) defines 

Marksville as a cultural phase for the area around the Red River in Louisiana, and he 

defines it as a period for the whole LMV. The Baytown period represents the decline of 

burial mounds and Hopewell-style ceramics in the region; this change is envisioned to 

have occurred rapidly but is not well-defined (Phillips 1970:18).  The Coles Creek culture 

emerged subsequently during the Baytown period, and it is thought to have a southern 

origin in the Natchez Bluffs and across the river. While Coles Creek developed as a 

regional tradition in the south, a full-blown Mississippian culture is thought to have 

developed in the northern Yazoo Basin, perhaps as a result of Mississippian influences 

from the Central Mississippi Valley (Phillips 1970:19; Brain 1989).  
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For the Carson site, the Mississippi period (A.D. 1200 to 1540) is divided into 

several phases (Figure 3.2): Hushpuckena I (A.D. 1350 to 1450; Brain 1988), 

Hushpuckena II (A.D. 1450 to 1550), Parchman (ca. A.D. 1550 to 1650; Brain 1988:272-

277), and Oliver (A.D. 1650 to 1730; Brain 1988:280, 393) and the years between before 

AD 1350 are still poorly understood (c.f. Lansdell 2009:151).  Earlier Woodland phases 

of interest for Carson are the Dorr, Coahoma, and Peabody phases, which are associated 

with Marksville (Dorr) and Baytown (Coahoma and Peabody) cultures. Numerous other 

Mississippian phases have been defined in and around the northern Yazoo Basin and on 

the other side of the river in Arkansas, but are not presented here.    

 Below I present summaries of archaeological sites from the Archaic to 

Mississippi periods, with an eye towards monumentality, material culture, and the 

broader cultural landscape. After these site summaries, I present a synthesis describing 

monumentality in the longue durée, contextualizing the importance of long-term 

landscapes and persistent cultural practices of mound building. The Yazoo Basin is 

unique and fascinating over a period of seven thousand years, demonstrating practices of 

continuity and innovation and with many instances of newer sites constructed over older 

landscapes. This point is particularly salient considering the rapidity with which the 

Mississippi River actively deposited and eroded sediment form the land surface.   
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Figure 3.2  Timeline of periods, phases, and defining features (adapted from Weinstein 

2004: Figure 4.1).  
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Archaeological Background of Archaic Sites 

 

Denton 

 

 Denton is a Middle Archaic mound site in Quitman County, Mississippi. Two 

mounds were recorded at the site early in the twentieth century (Phillips et al 2003:54), 

but have since been mostly destroyed (Connaway 1977). Mound remnants are still visible 

on top of a high levee ridge adjacent to a relict stream channel, now occupied by 

Opossum Bayou. Interestingly, it appears the mounds were in use and occupied during 

active channel stages, as an excavation trench by Mississippi State University into a 

mound remnant identified alternating deposits of levee sand and midden in the 

stratigraphy. Connaway (1977:139) suggests some degree of natural levee accumulation 

occurred while the site was occupied, and that living on an active levee suggests a 

riparian subsistence adaptation.  The Denton site material assemblage is too detailed to 

review here, but it bears Middle Archaic characteristics similar to other sites in 

Mississippi and could date between 5000 and 3000 B.C. (Connaway 1977:139).  Typical 

artifacts are large stemmed and corner-notched Denton points, atlatl weights, and ground-

stone artifacts, beads most notably, made from local stream-bottom gravel cherts, further 

attesting to their river-oriented lifestyle.  

The Slate Site 

 

 The Slate site, situated in Humphreys County, is a site dating to the Poverty Point 

and Baytown periods, with evidence of a vibrant lapidary industry. The site was built on 

the Yazoo Basin floodplain within the Stage 4 meander belt of the Mississippi River 

(4800 to 2600 B.P.) (Lauro and Lehman 1982:5; Saucier 1974, 1981). The Slate site itself 
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is located on a natural levee near a relict stream channel and is currently present only as a 

surface manifestation – no intact stratigraphy has been found (Lauro and Lehman 

1982:5).  

 The Poverty Point occupation at Slate is the most significant, as manifest in the 

assortment of lapidary items and exotic lithic materials; oddly enough, no Poverty Point 

objects (PPO) have been found. PPO’s are baked clay ceramic objects perhaps used as 

cooking implements or gaming pieces. As Lauro and Lehman (1982) report, type 

materials are microlithic tools such as cores, lamellar blades, a Jaketown perforator, boat 

stones, pendants, perforated gorgets, stone beads, quartz cobbles, plummets, and a 

partially drilled jasper bead blank. A minor Baytown Period manifestation is found in the 

ceramic wares at the site, typically Baytown Plain and Mulberry Creek Cordmarked 

sherds, and by the small earthen mound from which a pothunter’s hole revealed in situ 

midden from which ceramics were recovered.  

Jaketown 

 

 The importance of this site lies not only in its contents but also the manner in 

which it affected the development of archaeology in the LMV. Archaeology at Jaketown 

led to the development of a preceramic period in the LMV sequence. As Brain (1989:8) 

notes, archaeologists had for some time suspected a preceramic culture capable of 

building earthen monuments but it was not until Webb’s work at Poverty Point and 

Ford’s work at Jaketown that such data were available to corroborate theories of a mound 

building culture complex that predated Marksville (Connaway et al. 1977; Ford and 

Webb 1956; Webb 1944, 1968, 1977). 
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 Lehmann’s research on the Jaketown site takes advantage of private collections 

from the site. Although many of these items have lost their cultural context, they readily 

provide an opportunity to study material culture en masse. Collector assemblages from 

the Jaketown site generally contain anywhere from 85 to 100 percent Poverty Point 

cultural material even though occupations at the site are evident from Archaic through 

Mississippi periods. Lehmann suggests while collector bias may be a factor, “the fact that 

an occupation which may have lasted 1500 years accumulated non-perishable materials at 

a rate of 9:1 over later occupations cumulatively representing another 2000 years is 

staggering in its implications” (Lehmann 1982:3). Given that some surface collections 

along the southern periphery of Jaketown have yielded exclusively Poverty Point 

materials (Haag and Webb 1953; Lehmann 1982:5), Lehmann’s assertion must certainly 

be given credence.  

 Six mounds are present on the 80 hectare Jaketown landscape, and all but two of 

which are thought to have been associated with the Poverty Point occupation at the site.  

The other two are large and mostly intact Mississippian mounds. Altogether, at least six 

and up to nine or ten were once present at the site (Lehmann 1982; Ford et al 1955:25; 

Webb 1977:19).  

 More recent geomorphic research by Saucier (1974, 1981) has allowed for a 

better understanding of river channel chronology and site correlation in the Yazoo Basin. 

Whereas earlier research at Jaketown attributed the sites location to a point bar deposit 

made by the C1 channel of the Ohio River (Fisk 1944; Ford et al. 1955), Lehmann 

designates the Stage 4 meander belt of the Mississippi River which flowed along the 

eastern margin of the Yazoo Basin as the likely candidate for forming the landscape on 
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which Jaketown was built. Regardless of how channel histories are identified, the 

landscape formation sequences described by Ford, Phillips, and Haag (1955) are correct, 

that indeed, a sand-bar island created by realignment of the Mississippi River several 

times formed the earth on which the site was built.  

 

Woodland Sites 

 

Thornton 

 

 The Thornton site is located in Issaquena County, Mississippi, just south of the 

Sharkey County line. The site is built up on a low, curved ridge adjacent to what is 

currently Jefferson Davis Bayou. As Phillips (1970:576) notes, the occupation is limited 

to the ridge top and is the only local topographic feature remotely above the surrounding 

terrain. He also makes note of the poorly drained landscape surrounding the site, much of 

it being backswamp comprising the Delta Wildlife refuge.  Taking a broader perspective 

with aerial photography, in an early application of remote sensing, it became evident to 

Phillips that Thornton was built on the natural levee of older channel of the Mississippi 

River; two other older channels of the Mississippi also run near the site. Whether the 

channel was active when the site was founded is not clear.  Interestingly, Phillips 

(1970:579) notes that they had to wait for relatively long dry spells until floodwaters had 

receded to make the roads passable in order to reach areas to conduct surveys; in this 

context, sixteenth-century accounts of the region as a “maze of waterways” seems quite 

probable and likely.  
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 Trench excavations at Thornton yielded ceramics dating to Issaquena and 

Deasonville ceramic phases.  The former begins at A.D. 200 and the latter, which has a 

much weaker expression at Thornton, begins around A.D. 400 – little to no post-

Deasonville occupations were present in stratigraphic samples. Surface collection data, 

on the other hand, indicate that occupation at the site persisted through the Middle 

Woodland into the Late Woodland with late Coles Creek phases like Aden and Kings 

Crossing being well represented on the surface. Coles Creek Incised, var. Hardy sherds 

are present in sufficient quantity to infer a strong Crippen Point presence as well (Phillips 

1970:597). Given stratigraphic and surface collection data, it can be said that Thornton 

had an established occupation spanning almost 500 years, and that perhaps the landform 

on which the site was situated did not become a backswamp until later in prehistory. The 

site does demonstrate, however, evidence for a platform mound constructed with multiple 

levels during Issaquena times; Phillips (1970:598) found this quite surprising given that 

Issaquena is contemporaneous with Hopewell groups farther upriver. That platform-

mound construction can be dated to the early first millennium A.D. in the northern Yazoo 

Basin is quite notable, and it demonstrates the long history of platform-mound 

construction in the region. Other sites across the Southeast with early platform mounds 

are Marksville, Mandeville, Kolomoki, Walling, and Florence, and they demonstrate that 

platform mounds are not confined to the Mississippi period. Coles Creek societies, 

generally found south of Vicksburg, Mississippi and south from the Tensas Basin in 

Louisiana, also built flat-topped earthen mounds as early as AD 600-700 (see Brown 

1984; Kidder 1992). In excavations led by Phillips into the Thornton mound, basket-

loaded mound fill was discovered, interspersed with middens bearing Issaquena-style 
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ceramics only. On the surface midden, Deasonville, Aden, Crippen Point, and 

Mayersville phase ceramics were found, suggesting “the entire mound was built in the 

Issaquena phase and subsequently used as a habitation and burial site, with possible 

interruptions, down through early Mississippi times” (Phillips 1970:597).  

The Batesville Mounds 

 

The Batesville Mounds, located in Panola County, Mississippi, has six earthen 

mounds and two to three middens (Johnson et al. 2002:1). The site is located just east of 

the Tallahatchie River, in the Mississippi River alluvial valley, and it is situated on a 

terrace immediately overlooking the floodplain directly to the west. Unfortunately, the 

river currently undercuts an adjacent archaeological site and may one day take Batesville 

as well. Agriculture as well has not been kind to the site, as elevations reported for the 

mounds by Brown (1926) and Haag are much higher than modern elevations (Johnson et 

al. 2002:9). 

 The site is ideally located next to a resource-rich environment, in the oak and 

history forests of the Loess Hills (Johnson 1997; Johnson et al. 2002:4; Johnson 1997; 

Kuchler 1964), with direct access to the wild game and aquatic bounty of the floodplain. 

The terrace on which the site was built defines an ecotone approximately 15-20 feet 

above the floodplain, providing easy access to the floodplain and the Loess Hills, an 

upland physiographic zone three miles east of the site, marked by rolling topography 

made from Eolian silts. Given the manner in which the river cut through the terrace, it has 

exposed in vertical profile Pleistocene Citronelle gravels underlying the loess deposits. 

These gravels were the sole source of readily available chert in the area, adding to the 

already favorable conditions at the site.  
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 Tchula phase ceramics, generally dated between 500 and 100 B.C. (Connaway 

and McGahey 1971; Johnson et al 2002; Mainfort 1986; Phillips 1970; Weinstein 1991), 

were discovered in early stages of mounds A and B. Relying on the ceramics alone, 

Batesville would date to the Early Woodland period. One radiocarbon date (200 B.C) 

from an early mound stage corroborates the Tchula time frame (Johnson et al 2002:36), 

however, a piece of charcoal from Stage II fill in Mound B dates to A.D. 390. Research 

by the University of Mississippi suggests a significant Tchula phase occupation was most 

likely present at the site well before the mounds were built. Given that the area around 

mounds A and B is devoid of any midden (Holland-Lilly 1996), it is possible the first 

stages of mounds A and B were built up with Tchula midden soils after the close of the 

Tchula phase (Johnson et al 2002:37). Therefore platform mounds at the site most likely 

date to the Marksville period, another example of Woodland-period platform mound 

construction in the Yazoo Basin.  

Mississippian Sites 

 

Parchman Place  

 

The Parchman mounds are located in Coahoma County, Mississippi. The site was 

built on the natural levee of a relict stream channel and was most likely built adjacent to 

an oxbow lake (Stevens 2006:46, 2014). One platform mound and possibly two smaller 

mounds are presently documented at the site (Stevens 2006:8). The large platform mound 

was once approximately seven meters tall and sixty meters at its base (Phillips et al. 

2003:372). Additional mounds were most likely present at the site along the northern 

periphery skirting the bend in the oxbow lake and were most likely platforms for 
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structures. Given the configuration of the site, it is possible another small mound was 

present to the south, therefore in combination with the other three to the north, forming a 

plaza between the mounds. The site dates to the Hushpuckena and Parchman phases and 

is typified by Mississippi Plain and Winterville Incised sherds for the former phase, and 

the latter by rectilinear incised designs on exterior surfaces of jars and bowls (Brain 

1988:393). Radiocarbon dates place the site within the sixteenth century (Sims and 

Connaway 2002:234; Stevens 2006:45, 2014).  Recent work by Stevens indicates that 

several different neighborhood groups of structures were once present at the site (Stevens 

2014). Clusters of houses, in the forms of neighborhoods, might also be represented at 

Carson, as evident in the Mound A village, and clusters of small house mounds once 

found scattered across the site.  

Oliver, Humber, Bramlett, and Clover Hill (Figure 3.3) 

 

The Oliver site was first excavated by Charles Peabody (1904), and was 

subsequently visited by numerous scholars over the century (C. Brown 1926; I.W. Brown 

1978; Phillips et al. 2003).  Much diminished in its current form, the site once contained 

14 small conical mounds around a large central truncated pyramidal mound (Brown 

2008:360).  

Ian Brown’s assessment of the protohistoric potential of the Yazoo Basin 

indicates, that so far, Oliver has presented the best evidence for potential Spanish contact, 

namely in the form of small brass bells known as Clarksdale bells and featuring a ring or 

creased joint along the central axis and distributed by the Soto expedition (Brown 

2008:364).   
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Figure 3.3  Carson and surrounding sites.  
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 The Humber site, which is located just across the main channel levee from 

Carson, has produced one of the most amazing collections of indigenous pottery in the 

southeastern United States. These pots are available to view at the Cottonlandia Museum 

in Greenwood, Mississippi.  Given its proximity to Carson and to numerous relict 

channels, Humber was likely an important site in late prehistory, and if Soto was ever in 

the area, it is likely he would have visited it (Brown 1978:14, 2008:365). The site has 

also produced two burials, likely dating to the sixteenth century, with several brass strips 

that are indicative of European interaction and that may have been part of a headdress 

(Brown 2008:366; Leader 1990:68; Morgan 1996:7). Unfortunately, few controlled and 

scientific excavations have been conducted at the site (with the exception of Tesar 1976).  

 

Bramlett and Clover Hill 

 

 Both of these mounded sites have produced historic artifacts from dubious surface 

contexts. At Bramlett, Marvin Smith has potentially identified a sixteenth-century 

Spanish pendant in a surface collection (Brown 2008:367; Morgan 1996:7).  Excavations 

at Clover Hill in 1973 uncovered a prehistoric Native American structure on the flank of 

a mound and a seventeenth-century bead was found on the ground surface near 

excavation units (Brown 2008:367; Connaway 1981:45-49). Radiocarbon dating places 

this structure anywhere from 5 to 700 years BP (Connaway 1981:49).  

Wilsford  

 

 The Wilsford site, a late Mississippi period settlement in Coahoma County, is best 

known for its excavated structures which appear to have been raised and elevated houses. 
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The site has one small mound and is located on a topographic rise between two cane 

brakes. The rise can be attributed to an old stream channel which formed a natural levee 

during the course of its meander.  A clear trend present at many of the discussed 

archaeological sites is that any topographic rise in the generally low-lying and flat terrain 

of the Yazoo Basin is a preferable location for settlement.  Most Native American 

settlements in the area, including Wilsford, "are found on the higher and drier natural 

levees along the banks of abandoned channels" (Connaway 1984:54). Seasonal flooding 

certainly would have played a significant role in the daily lives of Wilsford’s residents, 

given the way, before historic levee building, flooding was “one of the major determining 

forces which shaped the Yazoo Basin” (Connaway 1984:75).  

 The geomorphic history of the Wilsford landform is stratigraphically complex and 

the following descriptions are paraphrased from Connaway (1984:55-56), as described to 

him by Roger Saucier. The Mississippi River flowed near the current location of the site 

at some point between 0 and 500 B.C. As the river flowed, point bars were deposited on 

the inside bend of the channel. Point bars form on inside bends because the current is 

slower towards interior of the bend, allowing sediments to drop out of flux. When the 

river progressed away, a series of point bars were left behind, leaving alternating ridge 

and swale topography.  With the river farther away, point bar growth continued not with 

sand and gravel, but with silt and clay. Point bar formation continued with silt and clay 

and formed the terrain on which Wilsford was built. Saucier notes, importantly, that the 

bar ridge under the silty clay levee soils was possibly an island splitting the channel, 

which when the river progressed away, left two small brakes behind situated on both 

sides of the site. The brakes “may have been part of a large oxbow lake that also extended 
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to include the swale east of Haynes Lake (Saucier, cited in Connaway 1984:56). 

Certainly, the behavior of rivers had direct and indirect effects on prehistoric habitation. 

Given the parameters outlined by Lewis (1974:39), that sites can a) be built on locations 

where flooding is not an issue, b) that they can incorporate flood-proof features into the 

design of dwellings, or c) that they can construct canals and levees at sites to change local 

flood patterns, Connaway (1984:79), believes scenario B was the path chosen by 

Wilsford’s residents.  The excavated structures would likely have been raised, elevated 

houses permitting the flow of water underneath and habitation above. Other sites with 

such features are the Hays site (22-CO-612) in Coahoma County and the site of Aminoya 

discussed by Garcilaso (Connaway 1984:39).  

 The Wilsford site is generally attributed to the Parchman phase (Connaway 

1984:82; Phillips 1970), and although it is a small site with only one mound, three larger 

ceremonial centers are located nearby, Carson, Parchman and Solomon. Given 

excavation and surface collection data, Wilsford had one platform mound, two raised 

platform houses, and potentially two more houses in a similar style. Radiocarbon dates 

from the site form a constricted cluster around the fifteenth century, perhaps indicating a 

short occupation span terminating at contact or influence from the Soto entrada 

(Connaway 1984:92).  

Lake George 

 

 Occupations at the Lake George site span the period from Poverty Point to 

Mississippian times, and continuously from the Baytown through Mississippi periods 

(Phillips 1970; Williams and Brain 1983:330).  The site is located south of the Jaketown 

at the intersection of the Big Sunflower River, Silver Creek, and Lake George.  
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  Poverty Point culture is represented at Lake George by ground-stone tools, 

projectile points, and beads and plummets manufactured from exotic, non-local lithic 

sources. One small rim sherd from a steatite vessel also dates to Poverty Point times. 

Certainly the landform on which Lake George is situated must have undergone 

transformation over the 2000 years separating the earliest and latest occupations, and 

indeed, many of the Poverty Point cultural items were found on naturally older surfaces 

underlying more modern occupations (Williams and Brain 1983:330). An adjacent 

exclusively Poverty Point period site, the Waller site (Phillips 1970:336), has a Jaketown-

phase occupation, and portions of the site may have been mined for fill dirt by the 

residents of Lake George.  

 Late Tchefuncte and Early Marksville components are also present in limited 

numbers at Lake George. Some degree of discontinuity is implied by the absence of 

earlier Tchefuncte ceramics, perhaps indicating abandonment in the Early Woodland 

period. If indeed this is the case, then it would coincide with Late Archaic/Early 

Woodland abandonments in the Tensas Basin floodplain (Adelsberger and Kidder 2007; 

Kidder and Sassaman 2009).  

 A significant shell midden marks the beginning of the Deasonville phase, an early 

Baytown occupation at Lake George that precedes mound building. Shell debris indicates 

a small hamlet of residents with a significant reliance on riverine resources for food. 

Deasonville across the Yazoo Basin is defined by cultures dependent on riparian-

subsistence manufacturing simple ceramic forms (Williams and Brain 1983:332; Phillips 

1970:546-550). 
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 The Late Baytown period and the Bayland phase mark the beginning of platform 

mound building at Lake George – the phase also signals significant changes in activities 

and usage at the site. The newly constructed mound was placed directly over the 

Deasonville midden, signifying a connection to place, but perhaps also marking a change 

in cultural behavior and broader structural schemas. A second mantle was also added to 

the mound during the Bayland phase.   

 The Aden phase begins the Coles Creek period, whereby a mantle of dirt was 

added over the Bayland phase mound, completely covering it to form a sub-structural 

truncated pyramidal mound. On top of Mound C was erected a charnel house (Williams 

and Brain 1983:334) and potentially a temple. The subsequent Kings Crossing and 

Crippen Point phases mark a continuation of Lake George as manifest during the Aden 

phase, but with variations in ceramic sets. During the Crippen Point phase, Mound C was 

substantially enlarged, and human activity and residential debris increases dramatically. 

This phase marks the end of the Coles Creek period, and this point, only one mound was 

present at Lake George.  In the subsequent phase, the Winterville phase, mound 

construction took place at a greater scale than previously. 

 The Winterville phase marks the beginning of Mississippianization at the Lake 

George site – although never fully Mississippian by Central Mississippi Valley standards, 

the mixing of Mississippian traits and with Coles Creek culture did result in a culture 

complex unique to the lower Yazoo Basin, and much of the southern LMV. The 

Plaquemine complex did not extend farther north than Greenville, Mississippi, and 

perhaps not even that far.  During the Winterville phase, Lake George was transformed 

from a small Coles Creek site to a monumental ceremonial center with multiple mounds 



70 

 

 

 

and plazas. With the significant increase in the number of mounds at the site, residential 

settlements were pushed outwards, shifting the site from an occupied zone during the late 

Coles Creek period in the Crippen Point phase, to a vacant ceremonial center occupied by 

foreign, Mississippian elites who interacted with local native groups (Brain 1983:339). 

Elites became further entrenched in the Lake George phase, during which an earthen 

retaining wall or berm, a palisade, and a ditch were all built around the edges of the site, 

and the ditch was filled with water from George Lake. By the late Lake George phase, the 

site was abandoned.  

Winterville 

 

 The archaeological site of Winterville is centrally located in the Yazoo Basin, 

near modern Greenville, Mississippi. The site is approximately 20 hectares in size and 

once had 23 pyramidal mounds; of the original 23, only 19 now remain. The mounds 

were constructed over a natural levee made by two relict stream channels of the 

Mississippi River, and the site was built directly at the intersection of two old channels. 

Fisk assigns stages 10 and 11 to the abandoned courses, which date to approximately 

A.D. 1000 if using the general 100-year timespan for each channel. This method of 

dating channels is no longer widely accepted, but nevertheless, provides a rough picture 

of when the channels may have been active. Williams Bayou currently runs northeast of 

the Winterville site and an unnamed bayou runs to the southeast. Brain (1989:14-15) 

suggests this location was naturally advantageous - “thus, by Fisk’s general dating, at 

ca. A.D. 1000 a local fluvial system consisting of the Mississippi River, Deer Creek, and 

interconnecting bayous would have been operative.” 
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 In addition to the hydraulic advantages of the natural landscape, the combination 

of two channel systems had formed a proportionally high levee, making the site location 

the highest in the general area. In fact, Winterville was the only high and dry ground 

during the devastating 1927 flood. This landscape, however, is not so visible in modern 

times due to agriculture and channelization of the Mississippi River.  

 The earliest occupations at Winterville date to the Crippen Point phase of the late 

Coles Creek period. At this time, human activity resulted in the development of middens 

on the natural levee surface. Grog-tempered Addis ware and some shell-tempered 

Mississippi Plain and Bell Plain wares characterize this early occupation. No shell-

tempered wares dating to the Crippen Point phase have been found at Lake George. 

Given that Lake George is located farther south, the lack of earlier shell-tempered wares 

at the site supports Brain’s northern migration hypothesis for Mississippian in the LMV 

(Brain 1989:103). Although shell-tempered pottery is present at earlier stages at 

Winterville, the site itself was less developed than Lake George at the same time – the 

former was in its infancy when the latter was in ascendance. Brain (1989:108) argues that 

settlers from Lake George may have founded the Winterville site.  

 Winterville is the type site for the Winterville phase, and it is largely during this 

period that mounds and earthworks were constructed at the site. Populations also 

increased at the time, as seen in the increased quantity and density of middens at the site. 

The Winterville phase dates to around A.D. 1200 and it was at this time the site became a 

major mound center with large platform mounds and two ceremonial plazas.  The end of 

the Winterville phase in the fourteenth century is marked by a significant fire that burned 

across the site. Although a few mantles were added to the mounds in the subsequent Lake 
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George phase, the site had largely become a ceremonial center with domestic habitations 

spreading out to the periphery – Winterville never again gains the prestige it once held 

before the fire. Bell Plain ceramics, a northern Yazoo phenomenon, and southern cult 

motifs on local ceramics mark the Lake George phase.  These ceramics may indicate the 

final Mississippianization of the site, as it transitioned from a Coles Creek to Plaquemine, 

and finally Mississippian site. Other distinctly Mississippian-style artifacts dating to the 

Lake George phase are pebble celts and cylindrical earplugs.  

Concluding Thoughts on Monuments in the Yazoo Basin 

 

A perspective grounded in the longue durée looks for persistent patterns in history 

– herein, I am emphasizing a period of time as long as three millennia. Notable Archaic 

and Poverty Point period sites in the Yazoo Basin include Jaketown, the Slate site, and 

Denton. Both Denton and Slate were built on river levees. Jaketown, however, was built 

on a point bar amidst ridge and swale topography and had the most significant evidence 

for monumental construction and scale of occupation. Furthermore, the site was 

reoccupied on several occasions, finally with several large Mississippian mounds built at 

the site. It is intriguing to think perhaps these older sites marked places on the landscape 

of importance and therefore indigenous residents returned to mark their location with 

additional earthen monuments (sensu Erickson 2010). Given that Jaketown had at least 

four Poverty Point period mounds and was subsequently covered with several meters of 

alluvium on which two Mississippian mounds were built, either the site’s location 

remained salient through oral histories and remembrance, or it was the location of ritual 

and/or seasonal pilgrimages marking Jaketown’s importance and/or power.  
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 Another site that had a durable presence in the life of Yazoo Basin peoples was 

Thornton. With the exception of Wilsford and Jaketown, most other sites mentioned 

above built on levee ridges adjacent to streams. Thornton was built on the natural levee of 

a river channel and inhabited for an incredibly long time. Platform mound building began 

early in the Issaquena phase (ca. A.D. 200) and was occupied until the Mississippi period. 

I would suggest that the site was backswamp during the Mississippi period, as it is today.  

That Thornton was used for so long suggests to me the powerful nature of the crescent-

shaped ridge on which the site was built, even though the site became less than suitable to 

live on. Durable landscapes through time may indicate perseverance in social structures, 

as suggested by Beck et al. (2007), who claim changes in social forms should be 

accompanied by contingent material changes. Over hundreds and thousands of years, 

ceramic styles certainly did change, yet the location of prehistoric activities and the 

construction of earthen mounds did not.  

A sense of place was important to Yazoo Basin peoples. The Slate site, Thornton, 

Jaketown, and Lake George all have multiple periods of occupation, abandonment, and 

reoccupation. Many events, in the Braudelian sense, may have occurred throughout time, 

causing changes in material culture and subsistence, but leaving intact certain structural 

schemas like mound-building. As he states, “all the old habits of thinking and acting, the 

set patterns which do not break down easily and which, however illogical, are a long time 

dying”, meaningful cultural behaviors take a long time to disappear (Braudel 1980:32). 

For example, the beginning of mound building at Lake George in the Late Baytown 

phase signifies a continuation of practices present since the Middle Archaic. However, an 

event (sensu Beck et al. 2007) occurred at Lake George during the Winterville phase 
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when monuments were built at an inordinate scale and settlements were pushed outwards 

away from the site. Brain thinks this may be due to Mississippian elites taking over the 

local Plaquemine cultural system (Brain 1989); an event at this time results in the 

realignment of the social organization of local peoples while continuing a durable schema 

like mound building. A final ditch constructed around the site concretizes the separation 

between elite and commoner. That place remained powerful while cultural forms changed 

indicates the persistence of meaning in landscape among Yazoo societies – Carson’s long 

term occupants might also have been tied to their geography, altering the topography in 

order to maintain their sense of place in the region. A berm around the area surrounding 

Mound A at Carson might also signify the separation between commoner and elite, as at 

Lake George. In addition, wall-trenches around the summit of Mound C might indicate 

that this mound as well was separated from commoners through a physical partition.  

 

The Carson Site (22CO505) - Previous Research 

 

The Carson site is located on a linear ridge in a large floodplain of the Mississippi 

River (Figure 3.4). Several descriptions of Carson have been published (e.g., C. Brown 

1926; I.W. Brown 1978; Johnson 1987; Mehta et al. 2012; Phillips et al. 2003: 373; 

Squier and Davis 1848:113; Thomas 1985), but excavations pursuing specific theoretical 

issues in anthropological archaeology have only recently begun (Connaway et al., n.d.).  

Several surface collections at Carson have found evidence for occupations dating from 

the Late Woodland to Late Mississippi periods (Brown 1978; Lansdell 2009; Phillips et 

al. 2003). Test excavations, surface collections, and a reanalysis of  
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Figure 3.4  Digital Elevation Model (DEM) of Coahoma County; Carson Landform 

shown in yellow, a crevasse ridge on which Carson is constructed.  
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Mississippi Department of Archives and History (MDAH) collections by Lansdell (2009) 

confirms Brown’s chronology and demonstrates an occupation spanning the Late 

Woodland period, the Mississippi period, and the period just after early Spanish contact 

in the Southeast. Burlington chert and blade core technology at the site attests a 

Mississippian occupation and demonstrates connections between the Carson community 

or communities with groups from Arkansas and the American Bottom (Johnson 

1986:204). While lithic and ceramic data provide a general temporal association for the 

site, its broad time-span requires further investigation. In general, the visit to Carson by 

Philips, Ford, and Griffin (2003) during their 1940-1947 survey resulted in the 

identification of three separate components at the site and realization that many of the 

small house mounds initially documented by William Henry Holmes had been destroyed. 

These small mounds were likely plowed away in the roughly 50-year interim between the 

BAE survey and the LMS survey. Ian Brown’s 1978 survey described surface collections 

from Carson and artifact collections kept by local residents, concluding that some 

portions of the site were covered with Late Woodland Baytown pottery while other 

portions of the site had significant quantities of light colored chert, microblade cores, and 

drills, identified later as elements of the Cahokia microlithic industry (Brown 1978; 

Johnson 1986). Brown suggests that Carson was “undoubtedly the major protohistoric 

Mississippi period center in Coahoma County, and for that reason, it deserves particular 

attention in future research” (Brown 1978:5-12). The present study, in addition to 

research by others, will hopefully address many of the research concerns at the site, and, 

hopefully, shall bring greater clarity to chronology and culture at Carson.  
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In its current manifestation, Carson has six large and intact mounds (Figure 3.5). 

However, many early nineteenth-century descriptions of the site exist and they do much 

to help us understand how the site has changed since the late 1800s. The first and vaguest 

mention of Carson and its mounds comes from the survey of ancient monuments 

conducted by Squier and Davis. One of the first publications in anthropology and 

archaeology and one of the earliest publications by the Smithsonian Institution, their 

work only briefly and vaguely mentions mounds and an enclosure in the vicinity of 

Carson (Squier and Davis 1848:113; Thomas 1891:123). Cyrus Thomas infers that Squier 

and Davis were referring to what could be Carson, however, their description of the 

monuments only comes from a correspondent in the field, Rev. R. Morris from the Mount 

Sylvan Academy in Lafayette County, Mississippi. As Squier and Davis (1891:123) write 

it, Morris described to them,  

A square enclosure of some twenty acres area. It contains several mounds, one of 

which is forty feet in height, truncated, and ascended by a graded way. Within this 

enclosure there is also a square excavation, fifteen feet deep, and one hundred feet 

in diameter. It is surrounded by a low embankment of earth, three feet in height.   

 

Morris provided no drawing or figure to accompany this description. No description was 

given of the surrounding landscape, nor were the names of the landowners at the time, 

but the mound description and embankment could be consistent with Carson, and 

Thomas (1891:123) certainly thought so.    
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Figure 3.5  Map of the Carson site as it currently exists, with a light gray outline 

delineating the outlines of a crevasse ridge deposit on which the site was constructed.  
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 The next published account of Carson comes from Thomas’ 1891 inventory of 

prehistoric earthworks in eastern North America.  He calls Carson the “Carson Group” 

(123) and indicates the site consists of an enclosure, mounds, and excavations. This 

reference to an excavation could refer to the square area walled in by the enclosure. This 

1891 catalog was a preamble to the later 1894 treatise published in the Twelfth Annual 

Report of the Bureau of American Ethnology (BAE).  

Thomas’ 1894 publication by the BAE presents a detailed and comprehensive 

study of ancient earthworks east of the Mississippi River and in and around the 

Mississippi River valley.  The principal goal of Thomas’ work was to elucidate many of 

the moundbuilder myths prevalent during the 1700s and 1800s. Earlier authors had 

variously argued that ancient earthworks in North America were built by ancient tribes of 

peoples from Israel rather than by Native Americans. By denying their indigenous 

origins, colonists, settlers, and governments justified the removal of Indians from their 

lands. In addition to challenging the myth of the moundbuilders and its associated 

ideology of dispossession, Thomas’ report was an important milestone in archaeology 

because it scientific methods and problem-oriented investigation to the field of 

archaeology. As Bruce Smith writes in his introduction to the reprint of the 1894 volume, 

“This final report is generally recognized as marking the beginning of modern 

archaeology in the Americas” (Smith 1985:5). As Smith (1985:9) argues, the four main 

objectives, in addition to exploring the moundbuilder concept, were : 1) to identify the 

full range of variation in the form or external shape of prehistoric mounds and develop a 

comprehensive mound classification system; 2) to investigate and accurately describe the 

mode of construction of mounds of various types; 3) to establish a system of regional 
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archaeological districts that reflected the geographical range of the various mound types; 

and 4) to obtain representative artifact assemblages from prehistoric mounds, not only for 

distinguishing between various mound categories and archaeological districts, but also 

for allowing subsequent taxonomic analysis of the various classes of artifacts.  

To accomplish these goals, Thomas hired assistants to conduct field and survey 

work, while he remained behind in Washington, D.C. Fieldwork consisted of making 

topographic maps, conducting stratigraphic excavations, and also collecting artifacts.  For 

Mississippi, William Henry Holmes, Dr. Edward Palmer, Gerard Fowke, John P. Rogan, 

and Col. P.W. Norris were field assistants (Smith 1985:17, Tables 1 and 2; Thomas 

1985:253). Archival research at the National Archives, however, has uncovered a sketch 

map made of the Carson mounds by Col. P.W. Norris, another of Thomas’ assistants.  

Norris would eventually go on to become the second superintendent of Yellowstone 

National Park.  Norris’ map and the published map of Carson do not differ in any 

significant way with the exception that Norris’ map places a bayou or intermittent stream 

between Mound A and the rest of the site (Figure 3.6). The author of the original sketch 

map that was published was likely William Henry Holmes (Thomas 1985:253). 

The published 1894 map of Carson names six earthen mounds, A-F, and 88 small 

earthen rises (Figure 3.7). These low rises were likely house mounds, given that when 

visited by surveyors, they were covered with hardened clay beds that were the remains of 

burned Mississippian buildings (Thomas 1985:253-258).  
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Figure 3.6  Drawing of Col. P.W. Norris’ map of the Carson mounds, shown both in 

planview (top) and cross section (below).  Adapted from an image at the National 

Anthropological Archives.  
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Figure 3.7  Georectified Historic Map of the Carson mounds site in UTM coordinate 

system, Zone 15N, datum WGS 1984. Mounds labeled A-F are still mostly visible today; 

the remainder of the smaller mounds have mostly been plowed away, although some low 

rises are still evident on the landscape today (Thomas 1985: Plate XI). 
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Table 3.1  Mound Volume Determinations for the Carson Mound Site Using Blitz and 

Livingood 2004, Payne 1994 Methods  

Mound Length Width Height Volume m3 MVI # of Mound Stages 

A 67.2 m 51.4 m 4.2 m 14507.14 14.51 2 

B 64.6 m 43.2 m 6.5 m 18139.68 18.14  

C 105.6 m 68.6 m 2.3 m 16661.57 16.66 3 

D 91.7 m 77.6 m 4.5 m 32021.64 32.02 4 

E 54.4 m 40.8 m 4.1 m 9100.032 9.10  

F 27.8 m 37.5 m 0.85 m 886.13 0.89  

X 57.8 m 57.7 m 0.73 m 2434.59 2.43  

 

 

Table 3.2  Mound Volume Determinations for the Carson Mounds Site Using Truncated 

Cone and Square Formulas 

Mound Lower Radius Upper 

Radius 

Height Volume 

A 33.8 m 15.3 m 4.2 m 8,328.8 

B 30.3 m 14.4 m 6.5 m 10,630.6 

C 52.6 m  25.4 m 2.3 m 11,435.7 

D 67.9 m 50.8 m 4.5 m 15,960.6 

E 21.4 m 15.6 m 4.1 m 4,444.5 

F 26.8 m 7.0 m 0.85 m 851.4  

X 26.5 m 15.1 m 0.73 m 1,017.1 

 

 

 

Table 3.3  Mound Volume Determinations for the Carson Site Calculated Using ArcGIS 

9.2 and 3-D Spatial Analyst 

Mound Volume 

A 5125.621 m³ 

B 4571.869 m³ 

C 4036.763 m³ 

D 11,665.218 m³ 

E 1937.307 m³ 

F 644.005 m³ 

X 1744.481 m³ 
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Mound A is a large, flat-topped earthen mound surrounded by a wide, oblong-

shaped apron (Figure 3.7).  Mound A has fairly steep sides; it is 4.2 meters in height, with 

a volume 5125.621 m³ (Table 3.1). The dimensions of the mound at the base are 67.2 m 

in length and 51.4 m in width and a mound volume index of 14.51 (Blitz and Livingood 

2004; Payne 1994;Table 3.1). Since this mound was built on the natural levee adjacent to 

a remnant channel, Mound A actually appears much taller from the bottom of the channel 

scar, in some places at least twice as tall.  A slight projection is evident to the north, 

which may be the remnant of a ramp, however, it does not face in the direction of the 

adjacent village, or the other mounds at Carson.  Mound A currently has the ruins of a 

modern home on its summit, a portion of which destroyed the northwest corner of the 

mound, and consequently it is impossible to know how the summit was utilized. Based on 

the work conducted by Holmes, Thomas wrote that Mound A looked like it was made 

from bottomland soils and that there were numerous “fire beds of burned clay” near the 

summit and at different elevations in the mound (Thomas 1985:253). He describes these 

“fire beds” as flat areas with fired clay that had impressions of timber and cane; these 

descriptions refer to daub, a fired and hardened clay mixture that is found after a wattle 

and daub structure is burned down. Consequently, it is likely that the “fire beds” seen by 

Holmes and noted by Thomas are the burned remnants of Native American structures. 

The frequency of these firebeds in the late 1800’s might suggest the site was burned in its 

entirety at some point quite late in it’s occupation, or perhaps that the periodic burning of 

structures was a relatively common occurrence. Thomas also indicates that charcoal, 

ashes, and fragments of pottery are found throughout the mound and all around the area 

inside the rectangular enclosure. Many of the small rises adjacent to Mound A inside the 
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enclosure also have fire beds of burnt clay on their summits, indicating that these low 

rises were either substructures for houses or they were tells/accumulations of many 

rebuilt structures.  Based on all of this detailed information, especially that fire beds were 

found at various levels in the mound, one can only presume that Holmes and his men 

conducted some excavations at Mound A; unfortunately, Thomas published no 

stratigraphic profiles of this work or archaeological description of fieldwork.  

Furthermore, no modern archaeological excavations have been conducted on Mound A. 

Consequently, the only stratigraphic information on the mound comes from two sediment 

cores excavated by the Carson Mounds Archaeological Project (CMAP).   

Mound B is a ridge-shaped or double conical mound with a saddle between the 

two peaks.  The mound is oblong-shaped at the base and the very northern edge of the 

mound has been disturbed by road construction.  The mound itself the tallest at the site, at 

just over 6.5 meters tall, although it is smaller at its base than Mound D, the largest 

mound by volume at the site.  Mound B is 64.6 m long and 43.2 m wide, and it has a 

volume of 4571.869 m³ (Table 3.1), and an MVI of 18.14 (Table 3.3).  During the 1891 

survey, Holmes claimed Mound B was 10.2 meters tall, and it is now a good deal smaller 

(Phillips et al. 2003:372).  Mound B has been considered part of the Carson site, proper 

(Brown 1926; Thomas 1985), but it has also been called the Stovall site and considered 

separately from the other mounds because of the presence on its surface of both very 

early and very late pottery types (Brown 1978; Phillips et al. 2003:372). Sediment cores 

extracted from the area adjacent to the mound provide some understanding of the 

surrounding stratigraphy, but no excavation data on Mound B has yet been widely 

published; the first stratigraphic work on the mound has recently been initiated by 
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Samuel Butz (2014), at the University of Mississippi.  Consequently it is difficult to 

establish the relationship of Mound B to the rest of the site.  However, Thomas does 

mention that Mound B was covered in the same kinds of fire beds of burnt clay as the rest 

of the site, so there does appear to be some similarity among different mounds at the site.  

Also, like Mound B, Mound E, located at the other end of the site, is also a double 

conical mound.    

Mound C was once described as a “large shapeless mass” (Phillips et al. 

2003:371), and at 2.3 m in height, it appears vaguely amorphous on the surface.  The 

footprint, however, is very large, at 105.6 m in length and 68.6 m in width (Table 3.1 and 

Table 3.3). The calculated volume of Mound C is 4036.763 m³ (Table 3.1), and it has an 

MVI of 16.66 (Table 3.3). At the beginning of this project in 2009, Mound C had a 

modern house on its summit, which was demolished by the Archaeological Conservancy 

in 2012.  Due to many years of disturbance, no evidence of a ramp or summit structures 

were present on the surface.  When Holmes visited the site in 1891, he described many 

large masses of burnt clay, fire beds, and a surface covered in lithic and pottery 

fragments. Today, it is quite rare to find artifacts on the surface around Mound C. The 

University of Mississippi excavated a backhoe trench on Mound C back in 2009 and it 

revealed a possible two-stage construction sequence.  In demolishing the house in 2012, 

surface and stratigraphic exposures confirmed a two-stage hypothesis and indicated 

structures were once present on the summit. This work was conducted by the University 

of Mississippi, and it has not yet been published; however, I made a sketch map of 

Mound C stratigraphy from the basement cut was while in the field, and have provided a 

digitized version here (Figure 3.8). Based on the backhoe cut from 2009 (Figure 4.7) it 
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appears that flood deposits covered the flanks of Mound C before it was fully 

constructed. These are coarse sandy deposits with a laminar appearance, suggested of 

low-intensity flood-borne deposits.  The basement exposure in created in 2012 has 

evidence of a darkened organic sedimentary layer under the mound, which was the 

surface on which Mound C – this organic horizon was actually several meters below the 

current ground surface and is shown in Figure 3.8 as a 10 YR3/1 Dark gray silty clay 

loam.   

Mound D was once the location of the Carson family plantation house, and this 

structure was still extant during the survey by Phillips, Ford, and Griffin (2003).  At 

11,665.218 m³, Mound D is the largest mound by volume at Carson (Table 3.3). The 

mound is 91.7 m long and 77.6 m wide, and it has a height of 4.5 m (Table 3.1 and Table 

3.3). This height accords well with the description by Phillips et al. (2003), however, 

Holmes indicates the mound was 7.5 meters tall with a house on its summit. Phillips et al. 

(2003:372) refer to this structure as a “large dwelling house,” and it certainly appears as 

such in Thomas’ original work. It is not clear, however, if these comments refer to the 

same house. The discrepancy in height may have to do with a low platform that formerly 

surrounded the mound that was about 1.5 meters in height.  The mound has a flat summit, 

and unlike most other Mississippian mounds, this mound is not square, but rather 

pentagonal (Thomas 1985:254). Excavations in 2012 and 2014 have determined that the 

mound summit did indeed support structures and perhaps likely many different structures. 
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Figure 3.8  Stratigraphic profile of Mound C following removal of modern house on its 

summit. 
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These findings accord well with Holmes’ observations, which claim there were 

many beds of burned clay on the summit and on the flanks of the mound, and that “it is 

evident from this [the numerous beds of burned clay both on the surface and discovered 

through excavation of the historic cistern] that it [Mound D] was used as a dwelling place 

or as a location for a temple or some other public building” (Thomas 1985:254). Holmes 

must have spoken with the homeowners as well, because he suggests that they found 

daub, charcoal, ceramics, and lithics while excavating the foundation, the cistern, and 

other footings and ancillary structures related to the big house around the summit. 

Nevertheless, while historic period habitations have impacted the mound, there are still 

many intact remains on the summit worth excavating. Trench excavations and hydraulic 

coring in 2011 and 2012 revealed a multi-stage construction sequence which will be 

discussed in detail later. Much like Mound C, it also appears that alluvium and colluvium 

line the Mound D flanks, and that the surface the mound was built on is several meters 

below the current ground surface.  This buried soil is a highly organic horizon and was 

likely the prehistoric ground surface that both Mounds C and D were constructed on.   

Very little is known about Mound E, as it is currently privately owned and access 

is prohibited.  The mound also contains a modern cemetery, making modern mound 

excavations a sensitive and a complicated process. In Holmes’ day, excavations into 

Mound E produced evidence of a prehistoric skeletal deposit underneath a bed of burnt 

clay, perhaps suggesting the body was buried underneath a house or structure floor 

(Thomas 1894:254). Mound E is a double conical mound somewhat similar to Mound B, 

but much smaller. At 1937.307 m³, the volume of the mound demonstrates it is smaller 
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than other mounds at the site, as do its dimensions at 54.4 m long and 40.8 m wide and 

with a maximum height of 4.1 m (Table 3.1). The MVI for Mound E is 9.10.  

Very little remains of Mound F, and it is certainly one of the most disturbed of the 

named mounds at Carson. What remains of the mound is 27.8 m long and 37.5 m wide, 

and it is only 0.85 m tall (Table 3.1). The volume of the mound is 644.005 m³ (Table 

3.3), and it has an MVI of 0.89. In Holmes’ day, the mound had a slightly larger 

footprint, but it was over twice as tall, as much as 6 m in height. Much like the other 

mounds at Carson, Mound F was also covered in beds of burnt clay, but perhaps in an 

even more dense distribution. Thomas writes that the mound was almost entirely made up 

of burnt clay and mud with cane and wood impressions, and that the daub on the summit 

almost plastered the entire surface of the mound (Thomas 1985:254). This description is 

quite remarkable, and it seems to indicate that many structures were once built on this 

mound and that maybe even the mound had a prepared surface, as seen at other 

Mississippian mounds (Pauketat and Alt 2003; Rodning 2010; Sherwood and Kidder 

2011). This mound once had a tenant shack constructed on its summit, and based on its 

current size, it has likely been plowed frequently since the Stovall family plantation was 

established.  Unfortunately, only a small remnant of this mound is still present today.   

 

The Carson Site (22CO505) - Recent Investigations 

 

Preliminary investigations in the winter of 2008 by John Connaway (MDAH), 

David Abbot (MDAH), and Jayur Mehta (then with MDAH), revealed a large village and 

cemetery associated with Mound A, the tallest mound documented at Carson. Preliminary 
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radiocarbon dates (Table 2; Mehta et al. 2012:7) from a center post-mold from House 8 in 

the associated village date the western portion of the site near Mound A to between cal 

A.D. 1040 to 1280, within the beginning of the Mississippi period (Table 3.4). However, 

a radiocarbon date from Burial 13 resulted in a much later date, between cal A.D. 1450 to 

1660.  These few radiocarbon dates are insufficient to precisely date the numerous 

archaeological features at Carson and to evaluate the nature of occupation, settlement, 

and community at the site.  To investigate these questions, this project looks to soil 

coring, remote sensing, geophysical surveys, and block excavation as appropriate 

methods of investigation and excavation.  

 Excavations funded and supported by Tulane University were conducted during 

the summers of 2011, 2012, and 2014 (Figure 3.9). Soil cores were taken at opportunistic 

intervals along N-S and E-W transects across Mound D, and findings from these efforts 

are discussed in Chapter 4. In 2011, a small 1x3-meter trench, and two additional 1x2-

meter trenches were excavated in the flank of Mound D. These trenches and the trench 

units that were reopened and expanded for additional study in 2012 are discussed in 

Chapter 5. A summit structure was identified in 2012, and excavations of this structure in 

2012 and 2014 shall be discussed in Chapter 6.  Following these discussions of Mound D 

stratigraphy and the characteristics of structures on its summit, Chapter 7 discusses 

artifacts and microartifacts from this structure that shed light on the activities that took 

place in and around it.    
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Table 3.4.  Preliminary Radiocarbon Dates from Mound A Embankment Area 

Sample      Age  13/12 C Conventional Age       2 Sigma Cal. (95.4%) 

CO518 - 1 420 +/- 50 BP -24.9 % 420 +/- 50 BP Cal AD 1420 to 1530 

CO518 – 2 340 +/- 50 BP -25.9 % 330 +/- 50 BP Cal AD 1450 to 1660 

CO518 – 3 840 +/- 60 BP -25.1 % 840 +/- 60 BP Cal AD 1040 to 1280 
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Figure 3.9  LiDAR map of Mound D at the Carson site, with contour interval of 50 cm. 

Gray shading denotes excavation units. Inset at lower right shows the portion of the 1894 

Thomas map including Mound D, a pentagonal pyramidal platform mound. 
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Chapter 4  
 

Geoarchaeology and Environmental Setting of the Lower Mississippi Valley, 

the Yazoo Basin and the Carson site. 

 

Arguably, the most important contributions in geoarchaeological research in the 

Lower Mississippi Valley (LMV) have been Harold Fisk’s (1944) and Roger Saucier’s 

(1994) respective research into the relationships between Mississippi River fluvial 

processes and human settlement systems over millennial, centennial, and decadal 

timeframes . As T.R. Kidder (1996:305) has noted, the most important archaeological 

survey of the LMV, Archaeological Survey in the Lower Mississippi Alluvial Valley, 

1940-1947, by Philip Phillips, James A. Ford, and James B. Griffin (Phillips et al. 2003) 

could not have been written without the pioneering work of Harold Fisk nor could 

subsequent revisions to Fisk’s work have been published. Their research, and especially 

Fisk’s, has laid the groundwork for understanding how the Mississippi River has changed 

courses during the Holocene; Saucier’s later refinements elucidate just how complicated 

these changes actually were. As we now know, predicting the locations of previous 

channel courses is next to impossible (Saucier 1994:253). Nevertheless, because of their 

work and subsequent refinements, we now have an understanding of this incredibly 
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complex fluvial environment that for over 10,000 years has been home to Native 

American peoples and societies.  

These societies first entered the Americas just as the Mississippi River was finally 

stabilizing in a single meandering stream. In LMV, they began building monuments as 

early as 6000 years ago. While their populations had been growing in size since the end 

of the Pleistocene, they experienced a rapid expansion in scale, organization, and 

population after the end of the Archaic period, around 800 BC (Scharf 2010). This 

expansion led to more people and larger villages and it has been correlated with 

decreasing forests cover, increased atmospheric carbon dioxide, and larger sites and 

villages (Scharf 2010).   

Drawing on published literature and geomorphological data collected by CMAP 

in 2009, 2011-2012, and 2014, this chapter describes the geomorphology of the LMW, 

the Yazoo Basin, and the Carson site, with an emphasis on the dynamism of the 

Mississippi River and the alluvial floodplain of the Yazoo Basin, home to the Carson 

mounds and hundreds of other sites with earthworks dating from the Archaic to the 

protohistoric period (Figure 4.1). Finally, I will describe both surface and subsurface soils 

at the Carson site. Understanding the dynamics of the Mississippi river contextualizes the 

rapid formation of land – in the Yazoo Basin, as landforms flood and change rapidly, 

knowing geomorphic processes allows us to understand the landscape lived on by native 

peoples.  Mounds, monuments, and villages, and political entities that bound them are all 

privy to the generative, as well as destructive, forces of the Mississippi River. 

Understanding how rivers migrate and how floods both create and destroy land permits 

scholars to evaluate the potential for buried cultural deposits on certain landforms, to 
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study how landscapes form, and to better understand how rivers and related landforms are 

meaningful to settlements and societies in the past. As discussed in the previous chapter, 

one of the major Middle Archaic and Mississippian sites in the Yazoo Basin at the 

Jaketown site, a large mounded settlement built over another mounded settlement, 

thousands of years older (Arco et al. 2006a; Ford et al. 1955; Lehmann 1982). At 

Jaketown, Mississippian peoples chose to occupy a Middle Archaic landform covered 

with well over two meters of sediment, signifying a connection to place crosscutting 

thousands of years and meters of sediment. What other than mounds, memories, and oral 

histories (Pauketat and Alt 2003) could have persevered long enough to direct 

Mississippians back to this meaningful and perhaps sacred landscape? This rhetorical 

question guides inquiry into the geormophological processes that created the Carson 

landform and impacted settlement at the site and in the area surrounding it. This 

landscape oriented research is designed to evaluate the proximity of an actively-flowing 

river channel to consider the role flooding played in settlement and mound construction 

at Carson. If the site was built next to or near an active river channel, it is possible that 

Carson was one of the villages of Quiz Quiz visited by the Soto entrada in the mid-

sixteenth century (Brain et al. 1974; Brain 1975; Phillips et al. 2003:272).   
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Figure 4.1  Mississippian mound sites in the Yazoo Basin. Extensive mound construction 

took place throughout the LMV during the Mississippi period. Nowhere was this more 

evident than in the Yazoo Basin, where numerous mound centers were constructed 

between A.D. 1200 and 1540.  Courtesy MDAH site file, ArcGIS 10.1.   
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At the very least, even if the site was not close to an active channel, settlement at Carson 

must have been impacted by flood waters from distant channels; these floods would 

manifest of deposits of varying thickness and/or grain size along the flanks of mounds or 

under mounds. As will be discussed below, it appears the mounds and settlement were 

constructed on variety of landforms, including a lowlying area and a natural levee, all of 

which are situated on a crevasse ridge that resulted from overbank deposition by an 

actively flowing channel of the Mississippi River. This major landform must have taken 

shape sometime before the mounds were built, and afterwards, lower-intensity floods led 

to the buildup of coarse levee sands under Mound A. These coarse deposits never 

traveled as far east and away from the main river channel as mounds C and D, creating a 

lowlying area that would have allowed organics to grow and accumulate, leading to the 

formation of a humic topsoil. This topsoil surface was later trampled and intentionally 

prepared for mound construction. At points later in time, subsequent to initial mound 

construction, lower intensity flooding left coarse grained sediments against the flanks of 

mounds C and D. Given flood borne sediments overlie flanks of mounds whose 

construction started after the beginning of the Mississippi period, these floods must post-

date A.D. 1200. Since these deposits are relatively thin and there is little evidence of 

erosion along the contact between the flood deposit on underlying soils, it is likely that 

floods would not have been a constant concern at the site, but rather, only during some of 

the more intense spring floods.  

Published soil surveys offer data about surface soils, and coring efforts by CMAP 

between 2009 and 2014 have generated subsurface data about soils and geomorphology 

at the Carson site. These data, in addition to published data on the Yazoo Basin and the 
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LMV, provide a deeper understanding of how settlements and societies have been 

impacted by long-term fluvial sedimentary processes.  Furthermore, sediment cores were 

excavated into some of the earthen mounds at Carson by CMAP and the data they have 

generated also permits description of mound stratigraphy and mound construction 

(mounds A, C, and D). Coring data were particularly useful for understanding the 

stratigraphy and construction of Mound D, data which were corroborated and evaluated 

using trench stratigraphy. Coring data on mounds A and C are presented here, and the 

coring data and the trench excavations into Mound D will be discussed in Chapter 4.  

 

The Lower Mississippi Valley 

 Harold Fisk once wrote that the outline of the LMV was shaped like a cornucopia 

– “narrow from the Gulf to the vicinity of Natchez, Mississippi, and widening to an open 

end with an almost straight northwest margin against the Ozark and Ouachita highlands 

of the northwest” (Fisk 1944:5) – an appropriate description for the fertile alluvial plain 

which supported for much of antiquity, ancient and archaic peoples, agricultural Indian 

societies (Hudson 1997:281), and finally, American plantation and mechanized 

agriculture. The silt-laden waters of the muddy Mississippi build and regenerate the 

fertile landforms adjacent to it and adjacent to tributary streams such as the Yazoo River.  

The LMV (see Figure 3.1), as defined herein, encompasses all Quaternary aged deposits 

left by the Mississippi River and its tributaries within the Coastal Plain – this includes the 

Mississippi Valley, deltaic and chenier plains, fluvial and coastal terraces, and loess 

deposits in adjacent uplands (Saucier 1994:22). Extending from Cairo, Illinois to the Gulf 

of Mexico, the LMV and its river have been described in myriad ways, and perhaps it 
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was Mark Twain who was most accurate, calling it a “dreamland” as he wrote of its 

languid feel out of time and place (Twain 1981), a feeling especially palpable nestled 

between the many monumental Native American ruins dotting the Yazoo Basin.  

 Numerous streams feed into the Mississippi River; in the Yazoo Basin, the 

Sunflower River and the Yazoo River are floodplain tributary streams entirely confined 

to the Yazoo Basin (Figure 4.2). Other rivers which enter the LMV via the Yazoo Basin 

(from the eastern uplands) are the Coldwater, Tallahatchie, Yocona, and Yalobusha 

Rivers (principal streams feeding the Yazoo River), while the Big Black and Homochitto 

Rivers enter the LMV south of the Yazoo Basin (Fisk 1944:8; Saucier 1994:26). Many of 

the tributary streams in the Yazoo Basin follow relict stream channels of the Mississippi 

River, which themselves were guided by soft sediments and underlying fault zones, and 

are aligned parallel or nearly parallel to current stream flow – Fisk calls this an 

outstanding feature, referred to as “regional grain” (Fisk 1944:8), and is an artifact of 

underlying geologic structural features.   
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Figure 4.2  The Yazoo Basin and its numerous streams and rivers. Adapted from ArcGIS 

10.1 online imagery, World Hydro overlay. 
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The Yazoo River is the eponymous example of what are known as “yazoo streams.” A 

yazoo stream is defined as a tributary river or stream that flows through the floodplain of 

a much larger river system and eventually meets back up with the major river at some 

other point downriver (Luft 1990; Saucier 1994:26; Smith 1996). The larger river system 

maintains its own natural levee system which prevents the yazoo stream, which generally 

runs at the base of the main channel levee, from reuniting with the major stream until 

much farther downriver (Christiansen et al. 2015:338). The meandering dynamics of the 

Mississippi River have created the ideal conditions for the Yazoo River and the Yazoo 

Basin to have formed. Hemmed in by Pleistocene loess bluffs and Mississippi River 

levees, the Yazoo Basin has been formed through the gradual lateral migration belts of 

the Mississippi River (Autin et al. 1991; Fisk 1944; Saucier 1996; Saucier 1974; Saucier 

1994). The Yazoo River currently occupies a relict stream channel of the Mississippi 

River. Because the Yazoo Basin is oblate- or diamond-shaped, it is often referred to as 

the “Mississippi Delta” (Barry 2007; Percy 1973), however this has more to do with its 

shape and its history, more than anything else.  The real river delta, lies many hundreds 

of miles south, in southeastern Louisiana. 

At the very end of these flowing streams and the accumulation of so many tons of 

sediment is the Gulf Coastal Plain and the Mississippi Deltaic lobe system – this is the 

location of the real Mississippi Delta. The Lake Borgne fault zone is aligned roughly 

southwest to northeast, and it plays a major role in stream alignment and the overall 

shape of the coastal zone and river delta (Fisk 1944:9). As Saucier has put it, “a delta is a 

body of sediment laid down by dynamic sedimentary processes in a zone of interaction 

where a river (fluvial system) enters a deeper and less turbulent body of water” (Saucier 
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1994:136). For the Mississippi River system, sediments and outwash from the river and 

tributary systems form discrete “lobe-shaped” fans over specific areas and over relatively 

short time scales.  In addition, the weight of sediments deposited along the deltaic plain 

and the continental shelf contributes greatly to subsidence, which is the sinking of 

landmasses due to gravity, the weight of sediments, and weak underlying structural 

geology.  The deposition of these sediments has impacted deltaic lobe formation and the 

creation of the southern Louisiana coastline (Figure 4.3).  

Older deltaic lobes like the St. Bernard and Lafourche complexes formed in fairly 

shallow water (around 50 feet deep), and consequently they formed as lobes.  The 

modern delta, the Balize delta, is currently forming in water hundreds of feet in depth at 

the edge of the continental shelf, and it is consequently forming in its “birdfoot” 

configuration. This birdfoot delta was in the process of forming when Frenchmen like La 

Salle and Bienville laid claim to the new territories of La Louisiane and established the 

New Orleans colony in the late 1600s and early 1700s (Dawdy 2008:14). Finding high 

and dry land beside the Mississippi River, and close to a Houma Indian village and canoe 

portage to Lake Pontchartrain, French colonists decided a natural levee that was still in 

the process of forming and developing was the best place to settle, and to defend the 

mouth of the river. Much like native societies, who for thousands of years laid claim to 

new landmasses as they were still forming (McIntire 1958; Rodning and Mehta 2015), so 

too did these Frenchmen lay claim to the land that would become New Orleans. The 

important point here is that historic settlers needed a strategic foothold near the mouth of 

the Mississippi to control river traffic and lay claim to specific territories. 
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Figure 4.3  Deltaic lobes in the Mississippi River Delta of southeastern Louisiana.   
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 Newly formed land, despite unsuitable characteristics like frequent inundation and 

subsidence, has many benefits, including proximity to flowing water and native 

settlements. These decision making processes likely took place much farther north in the 

Yazoo Basin, where the river was forming and flooding land continually. In many ways, 

the people living in the Yazoo Basin in northwestern Mississippi and the Mississippi 

River Delta of southeastern Louisiana had to face similar challenges; permanent, flood-

free, and dry landforms would have been hard to find in both places, and consequently 

relationships to landscapes and landforms would have to be informed by both oral 

histories and human-made landmarks, including earthen and shell mounds.   

 On an archaeological time scale, the principal deposits of interest in the LMV are 

the Holocene alluvial deposits on the upper valley surface. While deeply buried pre-

Pleistocene geological layers play a role in surficial sedimentology, they are not 

necessarily relevant to human activities on millennial or centennial time scales. 

Geologically speaking, the Mississippi River system first became established after the 

glacial maximums of around 18000 to 15000 years BP (Saucier 1994:44) – herein, only 

the past 10000 years of its Holocene regime is of any concern. Characteristic surface 

features are a meandering Mississippi River and natural levees, sand bars, point bars, 

backswamp deposits, and deltaic plain deposits.  

Natural levees are ridges composed of silt and sand deposited by over-bank flow 

from swollen or over-filled streams, generally on the outer bends (Fisk 1944:18). Sand 

bars form on the inside bend of flowing silt-laden streams where the current is the 

slowest.  They are generally alternating and interbedded deposits of sands and silty clays. 

The formation of point bars, sand bars, and natural levees works in concert with eroding 
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cut banks on the outer bends of streams and accretional zones along the concave, slack 

water portions of the stream to develop large u-shaped bends in streams and, eventually, 

to form oxbow lakes (Fisk 1944:19). Sand bars, if they continue to form, can eventually 

become islands in the river, such as at Montezuma Landing, just north of Helena, 

Arkansas, or Island 63, near Friars Point, Mississippi (Figure 4.4). Point bars form much 

like sand bars do, and they are deposited in alternating sequences as the river or stream 

progresses laterally towards the cut bank. Typically, they are formed in half-crescent or 

elliptical shapes.  They are often referred to as ridge and swale topography or meander 

scrolls; sandy ridges are the tops of former point bars and swales are low areas between 

ridges, often filled with clay (Smith 1996:145). As we have discovered at Carson, and as 

will be discussed later, some portions of the Mound A village were constructed atop both 

crevasse and ridge and swale topography.  

Many of the largest depositional landforms are backswamps, which form behind 

natural levees and are typically silty clays and clays.  They form as a result of overbank 

deposition; larger particles will deposit close to the stream channel in natural levees, and 

consequently, fine sediment particles will be carried farther away by flood waters and 

deposited as backswamps, known as such for their high organic content and tendency to 

retain water. These soils tend to have high amounts of nutrients, but they are generally 

difficult to plow.   

Finally the deltaic plain or river delta is the lowermost portion of the drainage 

basin and is generally defined as a relatively level plain which receives most of the 

sediment load from the river or stream.  
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Figure 4.4  Mississippi River Islands and sandbars. Large yellow ellipse marks the 

location of the Carson site. Imagery taken from Google Earth.  
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Many of the other river processes, natural levee formation, point bar deposition, and 

backswamp formation, continue as part of the deltaic plain development. Movement of 

the Mississippi River meander belt leads to lateral transgression of the deltaic plain and 

the development of identifiable deltaic lobes, which exist for periods of time before 

upstream crevassing forces delta switching and the reestablishment of a new deltaic plain 

elsewhere (Frazier 1967; Saucier 1994:141).  The current deltaic plain of the Mississippi 

River is the Plaquemines/Balize sub-delta, which has been forming in its current position 

since sometime between A.D. 664 and 744 (Törnqvist et al. 1996:1695). This sub-delta 

has been isolated and prevented from lateral transgression because of modern man-made 

levee systems and the Old River control structure at Morganza, Louisiana.  Without this 

control structure, the Mississippi River would long ago have assumed the current channel 

of the Atchafalaya River, which currently travels a shorter distance to the Gulf of Mexico 

than the current channel of the Mississippi River.   

 

The Yazoo Basin 

 The Yazoo Basin (Figure 4.2) is a floodplain of the Mississippi River and beyond 

the many anthropogenic features of this basin, namely the numerous man-made flat-

topped earthen mounds, this geographic region contains natural levee ridges from relict 

Mississippi River channels, drainages carved by previous stream channels, ponded 

depressions, and flood basin lowlands (Fisk 1944:21; Saucier 1994:26). It extends south 

from Memphis, Tennessee, to Vicksburg, Mississippi, for 200 miles (322 kilometers).  At 

its widest point, along a transect from Greenville, Mississippi, to Greensboro, 

Mississippi, the basin is 60 miles (97 kilometers) wide. At 7600 square miles (19684 
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square kilometers), the basin is the largest in the alluvial valley (Saucier 1994:26). While 

the basin itself is one massive depression, ultimately draining via the Yazoo River at 

Vicksburg, there are several secondary and minor sub-basins within the Yazoo Basin, 

each divided by minor elevations, or meander belt ridges, originating from relict river 

channels (Fisk 1944:27).  

 Fisk (1944:27) divides the Yazoo Basin into several meander belt ridges 

interspersed with basins which are primarily backswamp soils. The meander belt ridges 

are named Tallahatchie, Quiver, Sunflower, Bouge Phalia, and Deer Creek. While the 

details of these meander belt formations are perhaps too minute to present here, they are 

the focus of one of Fisk’s most important contributions in the field, namely his study of 

how the Mississippi River has meandered over time (Autin et al. 1991; Saucier 1996; 

Saucier 1974). Saucier (1994, 1996) has revised Fisk’s channel sequence and has adopted 

a more generalized perspective that heavily emphasizes the surrounding lithology as a 

principal component of river meandering. In particular, Saucier proposed that there was 

not always nor at all times a single Mississippi River channel flowing at full capacity. 

Rather, it “was typical for several distributaries to be active at any given time, diverting 

an appreciable amount of flow from the main channel” (Saucier 1996:81).  These 

multiple channels were caused by high sediment loads in the river during the early 

Holocene. Steeper valley gradients also contributed to the formation of multiple 

tributaries.   

 The Yazoo Basin, aside from backswamps, meander belt ridges, and natural 

levees, is largely featureless and gently sloping downwards from north to south with a 

mean elevation change of 100 feet (Fisk 1944:79; Dorris 1929:72). One of its principal 
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and most important components is the depth of its alluvial soils, sometimes as much as 

200 to 300 feet (Dorris 1929:73). Through overbank deposition, flooding during the 

Holocene has covered over the Yazoo vegetation and landscape, adding to and increasing 

the organic and mineral contents of its soils. Before plantation agriculture, this landscape 

likely supported forests of primary successional species such as holly, sweet gale, 

hazelnut, black willow, silver maple, cottonwood, water tupelo, and bald cypress, 

secondary successional species such as oak, sugarberry, water hickory, and sweetgum, 

and late successional species such as ash, hackberry, elm, beech, and oak (Scharf 

2010:163; Shankman 1993; Stanturf et al. 2001). These forests were likely interspersed 

with lowlands, canebrakes, and fields of native agricultural products including (after A.D. 

1200) maize, beans, and squash (Dorris 1929:72; Fritz 2008).   The decay of these 

organic products and their subsequent burial under flood-borne alluvium has led to the 

development of this largely featureless and flooded basin, verdant and supportive of life 

and agriculture, and before the era of the Soto entrada, an incredibly densely populated 

landscape of monuments, villages, agricultural fields, and buffer zones between polities 

(Galloway 1994; Hudson 1997:277; Scharf 2010:159).  

 Palynological studies in the Yazoo Basin (Scharf 2010) indicate that forest cover 

was at its most extensive during the Archaic period, when populations were presumably 

at their lowest (Scharf 2010:169).  It is possible that Archaic hunter-gatherers harvesting 

mast resources would not have disturbed forests significantly around settlements like 

Jaketown and Slate (Caldwell 1958; Ford et al. 1955; Johnson 1993; Lauro and Lehman 

1982; Lehman 1982), and therefore, extensive forests would not necessarily mean that 

population numbers were low. Consequently, Sharf (2010) may have underestimated 
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populations during the Archaic period. There is a trend towards decreasing diversity of 

arboreal species during the Woodland period, indicating an increase in land-clearing 

practices and perhaps also significant increases in human populations. By the Late 

Woodland period, pollen and seeds for domesticated forms of chenopod and maygrass 

are common.  Non-arboreal pollen counts are at their highest during the Mississippi 

period, probably related to agricultural intensification and population increases (Hammett 

1997; Hammett 2000; Scharf 2010:171). The open, fire-cleared Mississippian landscapes 

of the Yazoo Basin were dominated by non-arboreal pioneer species likes grasses and 

herbs in percentages similar to that of the Central Mississippi Valley, and they are likely 

correlated with the advent of maize agriculture (Delcourt et al. 1999; Scharf 2010:170). 

The reestablishment of Yazoo Basin forests began fairly soon after the Soto entrada, and 

this development is thought to have coincided with significant decreases in native 

populations. Not only do trees return in full force, “the tree cover in the period just before 

historic land clearance by non-native peoples was a forest that was more closed than any 

that had existed in the area for at least 3000 years; not since before the end of the Archaic 

had forest cover been so high” (Scharf 2010:170). Consequently, the impacts that the 

Soto entrada had on the peoples of the Yazoo Basin cannot be underestimated.  Surely the 

instability of native political systems played a role in their own demise; however, the 

rapid and verdant regression to forested landscapes indicates how significantly native 

societies had transformed the Yazoo Basin landscape, and how quickly that landscape 

changed when certain practices like anthropogenic fire are removed from the equation.  

During the Mississippi period, pollen records indicate a significant degree of 

openness, a condition and state of nature also recorded in the documentary accounts of 
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the Soto entrada. We know the Spaniards passed through swamps and abandoned 

wildernesses, common features of the Yazoo Basin, and we know they also encountered 

fields of maize and large savannahs of tall grasses (perhaps fallow fields), features of the 

Yazoo Basin preserved in the pollen record. Geomorphic studies of the Yazoo Basin 

describe how levees, backswamps, and meander scroll landscapes develop; the Soto 

accounts describe experiences of wandering through these natural and cultural 

landscapes. More recently, studies have shown that the many streams encountered by the 

Spaniards could all have been distributaries of the Mississippi River at some point or 

another (Saucier 1994, 1996), making it that much harder to know when and where the 

Mississippi River was located at any one particular point in time. We may never know if 

the Carson site was one of the major, and perhaps the major, town within the province of 

Quiz Quiz, but the written descriptions of the landscapes around Quiz Quiz do reflect the 

monumental and agricultural landscapes that likely existed in and around Carson. What I 

am suggesting here is that the cultural and historical forces surrounding Quiz Quiz were 

likely similar to those at Carson and, therefore, it is reasonable to use the Soto documents 

to understand the cultural landscape around Carson. It is the general cultural patterns and 

historical trajectories described in the accounts of the Soto expedition that are important 

heuristic devices for late Mississippian culture in the northern Yazoo Basin.  

Furthermore, the apparent demise of many native societies after Soto is coincident with 

and consistent with the reestablishment of successional forest communities (Scharf 2010) 

during the 1500s and 1600s, meaning that the Soto expedition likely had very significant 

ecological impacts in the LMV. 
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Carson – local landforms and soils map, coring data.  

 From a geomorphological perspective, the Yazoo Basin lives on borrowed time. 

Its soils are composed of sediments eroded from the Appalachians, the Alleghenies, the 

Rockies, and all the watersheds and erosional facies in between.  Water is the principal 

agent of change, and gravity is its driving force; together, they erode sediment from one 

place and redeposit it elsewhere. In the Yazoo Basin, those sediments are transported by 

the Mississippi River (via the Ohio and the Missouri), or were brought by wind currents 

during previous glacial and interstadial ages. The alluvial, or fluvial, deposits in the 

Yazoo Basin were brought there by water, and aeolian deposits that form the Loess Hills 

east of the Yazoo Basin are redeposited in the Yazoo Basin through colluvial activity. At 

the Carson site, and for the landforms in and around Carson, fluvial, colluvial, and 

anthropogenic deposits are the only sedimentary depositional modes of concern.  The 

following pages use published soil survey reports from the NRCS (1916, 1959, and 

online) and field research data conducted by CMAP in 2009, 2011, and 2012 to describe 

the geomorphic context of mounds and landforms at Carson.  

 Carson is located in Coahoma County, which is located in northwestern 

Mississippi squarely within the Mississippi River floodplain. Drainage in the county 

proceeds from west to east following the topography, which grades away from the 

Mississippi River (Wynn 1959). The principal drainage near Carson is Richies Bayou and 

it partially occupies a relict Mississippi channel streambed. Today, however, it is a 

seasonal and intermittent drainage that is fairly sluggish due to a low grade and many 

obstructions. Before 1884 and the construction of the modern levee system (Barry 2007), 

Carson and its environs were heavily impacted by seasonal high-water flooding from the 
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Mississippi River and its backwaters. During the mid-nineteenth century, the river flowed 

approximately three kilometers north of Carson, through the channel now known as Old 

River or Horseshoe Lake. Many of the overbank deposits on the Carson landform and 

overlying some of the mound flanks likely originated from this channel location (Figure 

4.5). Floods as a regular part of the land-building process are no longer an issue in the 

northern Yazoo Basin due to the construction of large earthen levees by the US Army 

Corps of Engineers (Barry 1997).    

The following discussion of sediments and soils in Coahoma County mainly 

originates in data from the Coahoma County Soil Survey (Wynn 1959, NRCS online) – 

an effort has been made to abbreviate and paraphrase as much as possible. The sediments 

comprising alluvial soils in the Yazoo Basin, Coahoma County, and in and around the 

Carson site are clay, silt, and sand particles weathered from their parent materials.  Four 

principal categories or associations of soil types were created in the 1959 soil report to 

create a more generalized pattern to the variation of soils in Coahoma County (Wynn 

1959:1-2).  

The first group is the Crevasse-Robinsonville-Commerce-Mhoon association 

consisting of nearly level, poorly drained to excessively drained soils of the first bottom – 

well-defined soil profiles in the medium to coarse-textured sediments are not found. 

These four soil types are generally found on recent natural levees and are the best 

agricultural soils in the county; areas not in agriculture in the mid-twentieth century were 

forested with hickory elm, maple, redgum, pecan, cottonwood, sycamore, and oak trees.  

The Alligator-Sharkey-Tunica-Dowling association is composed of nearly level poorly 

drained clay soils, generally found in bottomland contexts.  
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Figure 4.5  Photomosaic of the Mound C profile, revealed by backhoe trenching in 2009. 

The red box encloses the interface between mound stage 1, flood deposits, and the 

overlying stage 2. View to the North, pre-mound surface is approximately 2.5 meters 

below the surface. Image courtesy of Jay K. Johnson. (Mehta et al 2012:11).  
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These soils are still used for agriculture but as of 1959, approximately 22 percent of these 

soils were still forested with gum, pecan, cypress, and water-tolerant oaks. The Bosket-

Dubbs-Dundee-Forestdale association is made up of nearly level, poorly drained to 

excessively drained soils on old natural levees. Known as “bayou front” soils, they 

generally slope to old stream beds and are made up of medium to fine textured sediments. 

These soils, like the first association, are also quite well-suited for agriculture. When 

forested, redgum, blackgum, hickory, pecan, sycamore, and oaks are present.  The fourth 

and final association is composed of unclassified alluvial soils on lands between the levee 

and the Mississippi River. Roughly 90% of these lands are forested with cottonwood, 

sycamore, gum, cypress, pecan, willow, and oak.  Carson is found primarily on soils of 

the Bosket-Dubbs-Dundee-Forestdale association (Figure 4.6). The surface soils directly 

on and under the archaeological site are primarily Bosket very fine sandy loams (0-3% 

and 3-7% slopes), Commerce silty clay loam (0-3% slopes), Dowling soils and clay, 

Dubbs very fine sandy loam (0-3% slopes and 3-7% slopes), Dubbs silt loam (0-3% 

slopes), Dundee silt loam (0-3% slopes), Dundee silty clay loam (0.5-3% slopes), and 

Forestdale silty clay loam (0.5-3% slopes) (Table 4.1). . 

In this immediate site area, Bosket very fine sandy loams are the most common 

soil type at around 22% of soils.  Dowling soils (both clay and silt soils, both similar to 

Sharkey soils) make up approximately 20%.  Dubbs very fine sandy loams make up 16%, 

as do Dundee silty clay loams.  Dundee silt loams are present, at about 11%.  All of these 

soils comprise the surface of the geomorphic landform on which Carson is situated; they 

are roughly 40% sandy loams and 60% finer-particled soils, indicating a diverse 

depositional surface.  
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Table 4.1 Soil Types at the Carson Site (after USDA NRCS Soil Series). 

 

Coahoma County, Mississippi 

Map Unit  Map Unit Name Acres in AOI Percent of 

AOI 

Bd Bosket very fine sandy loam, 0 to 3 

percent slopes (dubbs) 

109.4 21.4 % 

Be Bosket very fine sandy loam, 3 to 7 

percent slopes (dubbs) 

1.4 0.3 % 

Cb Commerce silt loam, 0 to 3 percent 

slopes 

5.5 1.1 % 

Cg Commerce silty clay loam, 0 to 3 

percent slopes 

13.5 2.6 % 

Da Dowling clay (sharkey) 74.6 14.6 % 

Db Dowling soils (sharkey) 32.0 6.3 % 

Dc Dubbs silt loam, 0 to 3 percent 

slopes 

8.2 1.6 % 

Dd Dubbs very fine sandy loam, 0 to 3 

percent slopes 

82.7 16.2 % 

De Dubbs very fine sandy loam, 3 to 7 

percent slopes 

2.6 0.5 % 

Dg Dundee silt loam, 0 to 3 percent 

slopes 

55.3 10.8 % 

Dm Dundee silty clay loam, .5 to 3 

percent slopes 

83.4 16.3 % 

Fh Forestdale silty clay loam, .5 to 3 

percent slopes 

39.4 7.7 % 

Sn Sharkey-clack soils, 3 to 7 percent 

slopes (sharkey, bruno) 

1.1 0.2 % 

W Water 1.8 0.4 % 

Totals for Area of Interest 511.1 100.0 % 
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Figure 4.6  Soil resource map of Carson; soil codes are shown in Table 4.1.    
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Fine particles of soil deposit farther from streams and the finer-particled soils at Carson 

are located distal from the channel scar behind Mound A (Figure 4.6).  These fine and 

coarse deposits are identified in sediment cores at Carson. Also identified in the cores are 

buried anthrosols that once were located on the surface before flooding and alluvial 

deposits buried those surfaces and altered the face of the Carson landform.   

The study of buried and surficial soils at Carson provides the ability to understand 

recent and older depositional events. Given the frequency and rapidity of deposition in 

the area, it has been demonstrated through sediment coring and trench excavations 

conducted by CMAP, that at least some of the mounds were built on older surfaces that 

are currently up to two meters below the current ground surface. The remainder of this  

chapter deals with these subsequent issues and presents the results of a multi-season 

hydraulic coring program at Carson.  

 

Surface Soils Distributions Indicating a Crevasse-Splay Landform.  

 Carson is located on a landform that is a topographically higher elevation than the 

surrounding landforms (Figure 4.7).  This landform is a linear ridge aligned roughly east 

to west, perpendicular to the river channel scar west of the site. This ridge overlooks 

lower elevations to the south and west and provides a relief from low lying areas 

surrounding it.  

An actively flowing stream once flowed through the channel scar near Carson 

(Figure 4.8), and during one or more periods of high water levels, the stream overflowed 

its banks and deposited massive amounts of sediment, forming a crevasse splay.  
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Figure 4.7  Digital elevation model (DEM) of the Carson site. Yellow polgygons denote 

earthen mounds and the white shapes underneath originate from a higher-elevation 

crevasse ridge on which the mounds were built.  
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Figure 4.8  Geomorphological features at and near the Carson site, as interpreted from 

Mississippi LiDAR data and meander channel maps (Fisk 1944: Plates 22–27).  
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A crevasse splay is a large, sedimentary alluvial deposit originating from a stream 

that has burst through its natural levee (Arco et al. 2006b:597; Roe 2010:52). Along the 

northern edge of the site, Richies Bayou appears to cut through the crevasse deposit, 

indicating that along the northern edge of the site, the bayou is part of a modern drainage. 

Much like at the Raffman mound site in northeastern Louisiana (Roe 2010), the Carson 

mounds and village were built on a crevasse splay that was still impacted by flooding, 

especially as river courses moved around the landscape, eventually settling in the current 

channel, but at one point (until the mid-nineteenth century), flowing through the nearby 

oxbow known as Old River or Horseshoe Lake (Mehta et al. 2012:11).  

The crevasse deposit underlying Carson is most evident in the USDA soil map 

(Figure 4.9), which is a more generalized version of the NRCS soil map. Subsurface 

sediments in cores excavated in and near Mound D show evidence of interbedded silt 

loams and silty clay loams, which are smaller particle sediments that indicate the more 

distal features of a crevasse splay.  This evidence indicates the mounds in and around 

Mound D, the portion of the site designated 15-N-8 (now using the state designation 

22CO505; Phillips et al. 2003:372), were built farther from an active channel than 

mounds closer to the channel scar. This point makes sense since mounds A and B are 

physically closer to the channel scar on the western edge of the site.  However, the 

subsurface sedimentology supports the idea that the channel scar is indeed a relict 

channel of a flowing stream, and that at one point, overbank deposition left behind 

sediments that transition to finer-grained particles the farther one gets from the breach.  

 

 



123 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.9  The Carson site location enclosed by yellow box – note surrounding ridge and 

swale soil delineations – light green soils are very fine sandy loam alfisols, and brown 

and orange are sharkey clay vertisols and inceptisols, respectively (USDA NRCS Soil 

Series; www.arcgis.com; Mehta et al. 2012:14).   
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These deposits may be the result of natural levee building, however, the subsurface 

sedimentology and topographic elevation of these deposits indicate that crevassing is the 

more likely source of this landform (Table 4.2). Ultimately, these data indicate that the 

area around Carson was a dynamic geomorphic environment prior to settlement by local 

peoples.  

Some flooding impacted mound construction (Figure 4.5), but intense flooding 

had largely waned before mound building began, allowing a hortic or anthropogenic 

epipedon to develop (see Balée and Erickson 2006; Kaufman and James 1991; Lima et al. 

2002; Woods and Denevan 2009). An anthropogenic epipedon is an A-horizon soil, a 

surface soil that commonly has few rocks or pebbles and a significant amount of 

darkened organic matter (United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) and Natural 

Resources Conservation Service 2010). I decide to call this horizon anthropogenic rather 

than natural because in profile, as will be shown in Chapter 5, the soil appears trampled 

and “prepared” for mound building. There is no evidence of surface organics having been 

allowed to decompose in place; rather, the surface appears to have been cleaned through 

the removal of surface plant growth. Rates of topsoil development are difficult to 

calculate and can depend on a variety of climatic, vegetation, and hydrologic factors 

(Goldberg 2006). Generalized studies of topsoil development indicate as much as several 

centimeters of humus can develop in one year, however, it is likely this rate is much 

slower and with significant variations in development (Parrotta et al. 1997).  

Consequently, the Carson landform was likely unaffected by flooding for some period of 

time, perhaps for as long a decade or two, in order for the hortic or anthropogenic 

epipedon to have developed.   
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Table 4.2  Soil Cores and Depths of Crevasse or Flood Sands (Mehta et al. 2012) 

Core Depth (cmbs) Thickness (cm) Landscape 

4 69-83 114 Level natural ground 

13 317-410 93 Side slope of mound 

14 87-227 140 0 to 1% slopes, natural ground 

19 54-180 126 0 to 1% slopes, natural ground 

24 53-156 103 Land-leveled, natural ground 

25 228-346 118 Toe-slope of mound 

26 126-209 83 Toe-slope of mound 

27 95-223 128 Toe-slope of mound 

Trench 120-139 19 Side and toe-slope of mound 
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Mounds A, C, and D: Sediment Coring Data and Buried Soils  

Research at Carson has long been focused on establishing the chronological 

relationship of the mounds and understanding surface finds at the site. Only recently has 

work been addressed at understanding mound stratigraphy and construction chronology. 

In this case, however, the size of the monuments at Carson is a limiting factor in their 

excavation. Several M.A. students at the University of Mississippi have recently begun to 

address mound construction at mounds B and C at Carson through the use of backhoe 

excavated trenches (see Butz n.d.). These backhoe trenches, however, often lead to 

slumping and additional erosion around the excavated areas. These negative effects were 

taken into consideration when exploring stratigraphy at mounds A, C, and D at Carson. 

Consequently, sediment coring was utilized as a method for exploring mound 

stratigraphy.  Over the course of several years, and with help from Rachel Stout-Evans of 

the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS), I have excavated 72 sediment cores 

at the Carson site, permitting me to obtain information on how the mounds were 

constructed and the geomorphological history of the Carson landform. Appendix A 

provides a detailed description of all excavated sediment cores; herein I focus on those 

cores relevant to mounds A, C, and D.  

The NRCS provided a truck-mounted Giddings hydraulic soil corer for the soil 

coring program in 2009, 2011, 2012, and 2014. Each core was 5.08-cm in diameter, and 

each core was described in the field following the USDA-NRCS soil guidelines found in 

the Field Book for Describing and Sampling Soils (version 2.0, National Soil Survey 

Center, NRCS, USDA, Lincoln, Nebraska), with Munsell soil color chart designations, 

and standard physical geology descriptions (Birkeland 1999; Goldberg 2006; 
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Schoeneberger 2002). Soil cores were bored and extracted on the toes, side slopes, and 

summits of accessible mounds and fields between the mounds.  Efforts were made to 

sample all of the landform types in and around Carson, and when possible, cores were 

excavated along regularly defined transects (see Figure 4.10). The field data were all 

recorded on paper and were later transcribed into Excel spreadsheets. The locations of the 

cores were mapped using a GPS and Nikon total station, then plotted in ArcGIS. No 

cross-section was made for Mound A since only two cores were excavated in the mound. 

For Mound C, an east-to-west cross-section was drawn (Figure 4.14). For Mound D, 

cores were used to create vertical cross-sections of the mounds and surrounding 

landscape on both an east-to-west and north-to-south axis (Figure 4.17 and Figure 4.19). 

The surface elevations of the cross-sections were generated using a digital elevation 

model (DEM) using light detection and ranging (LiDAR) data. Litho-stratigraphic 

horizons, deposits, and mound stages were defined using soil texture and horizonation 

(the formation of unique in-situ soil layers), sediment color, and soil structure, all of 

which are components related to the parent material of the sediment, its original 

depositional context, and its anthropogenically redeposited context within the mound.   

 In 2009, following soil coring, down-hole magnetic susceptibility tests were 

completed in a number of the bore holes using a geophysical instrument, the Bartington 

Instruments MS2H Down-hole Magnetic Susceptibility Meter. Magnetic susceptibility 

measures the ease with which a material can be magnetized (Dalan 2001:263; Dalan 

2008; Mehta et al. 2012:7; Thompson and Oldfield 1986:25). This technique can aid in 

the identification of buried sites and cultural features, and it is helpful in generating 

stratigraphic profiles. Sediment types, soil horizons, and high magnetic susceptibility 
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readings were used to create profiles of cores that were then correlated to create large 

cross-sections across entire landscapes (Stein 1986a). By doing this, it was possible to 

develop large cross-sectional views of the subsurface landscape using minimally invasive 

measures. Consequently, it was possible to quickly develop models for how mounds A 

and C were built, and the geomorphology underlying these mounds. These methods have 

been instrumental in defining mound stages and buried cultural features at the Feltus site, 

a Coles Creek culture mound center in southwestern Mississippi (Kassabaum et al. 2014). 

Downhole magnetic susceptibility has also been utilized to identify sub-surface 

components at Cahokia and at the Angel mounds site in Indiana (Henry 2011; Herrmann 

et al. 2014; Monaghan et al. 2013). Readings were taken by inserting the instrument 

down the bore hole to a depth of one to two meters. Down-hole readings were processed 

and analyzed with Microsoft Excel and Surfer mapping programs by Kelsey M. Lowe, 

University of Queensland, Australia (Mehta et al. 2012).  

What follows is a summary discussion of subsurface stratigraphy across the 

Carson site, and the stratigraphy of mounds A, C, and D, in particular. The coring data 

shed light on the construction history of these three mounds and the underlying 

geomorphology at the site. Mound D was the principal focus of this dissertation, and both 

sediment cores and trench excavations were conducted on the mound to evaluate how it 

was constructed.  These issues will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 5, but are 

also presented here.   

Mound A 

 In 2009, cores 13 and 22 were excavated on Mound A with the goals of 

identifying the prehistoric ground surface as well as clarifying some aspects of its 
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construction chronology (Mehta et al. 2012:8-9).  Mound A is 4.2 meters tall, and at its 

broadest dimensions at the base, is 67.2 m by 51.4 m; currently a burned and abandoned 

modern structure sits atop the summit. No additional cores were excavated on Mound A 

in following season due to access rights and project goals, and the following discussion 

comes primarily from Mehta et al. 2012.  

 Core 13 (Figure 4.11) was bored on the west-facing side slope of Mound A, 14.4 

meters east from Richies Bayou, an intermittent stream occupying a portion of the relict 

channel. From the surface down, 79 cm of mound fill was cored before identifying a 

midden of daub and charcoal to a depth of 117 cm below surface (bs). Because of soil 

compaction, this midden is likely the peak in magnetic susceptibility shown in the 2Ab1 

strata, a buried A (Ab) or surface horizon (see Figure 4.11) (Fogel 2005; Stein 1986b). 

The first susceptibility peak is thought to be the result of daub or charcoal in mound fill. 

Brown, very fine sandy loam natural levee soils were observed below the midden. An ash 

lens at 158 cmbs could indicate the levee surface was burned of vegetation before mound 

construction or perhaps a hearth or hearth scrapings. The ash lens at 158 cmbs (right 

above the 2Ab3 horizon) was weakly magnetic, likely due to the complete oxidation of 

organics. The strong magnetic peak at 170 cmbs and below the ash lens identifies the pre-

mound surface before Mound A was constructed. In the soil core, this horizon was dark 

10YR3/2 very fine sandy loam, which is levee building material, but darkened from the 

accumulation of organic materials; this material was a topsoil at one point. Another 

moderate peak at 220 cmbs in the 3Ab stratum, also a darkened silt loam top soil, 

suggests the presence of another buried surface horizon.  
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Figure 4.10  Schematic map of the Carson site showing locations of large mounds still 

evident on the landscape and cores excavated in 2009 (green dots). The amorphous light 

grey shape delineates the crevasse splay from the adjacent relict channel (Mehta et al. 

2012:9).  
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Figure 4.11  Volume susceptibility graph for Core 13. Highly organic horizons 

consistently have strong peaks (Ap, 2Ab1, 2Ab3, 3Ab), as do some instances of mound 

fill where daub and other burned materials were encountered (Mehta et al. 2012:10).  
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I conclude from this moderate peak in the susceptibility data that Mound A was built over 

a levee surface that was occupied, flooded and buried with sediment, and then 

reoccupied. These buried surfaces appear to be remnants of natural levees that existed in 

the area prior to the construction of Mound A, and given their magnetic peaks, they may 

have been occupied, vegetated, and/or cleared of brush with fire before the mound was 

built. Sandy loams are present below these buried natural levees until about 447 cmbs, 

after which a grayish brown silty clay slackwater deposit is present. This clay deposit, 

which is much different from overlying strata, was deposited from a distant channel 

before the present one migrated to its charted position, or, alternatively, it could represent 

a clay plug or channel fill from an east-to-west migrating channel or deposition in a swale 

inside of a meander scroll.  

Core 22 was excavated from a location directly on top of Mound A (Figure 4.10), 

and it was hypothesized based on lithostratigraphic recordings taken from core 22 that the 

mound was built in perhaps as little as two large construction stages (Mehta et al. 

2012:8). The only evidence for breaks in construction, in the form of thin horizons of 

compact or darker sediment indicative of a lived on surface, were found at 221-263 cmbs 

and at 447-490 cmbs, levels designated as the 2Ab and 3Ab horizons, respectively.  

Below the 3Ab horizon, brown natural levee soils, which are very fine sandy loams, were 

identified. Gleyed soils, which are waterlogged blue gray silty clays that are indicative of 

channel fill, were identified in the mound about 1 meter bs – these mound building soils 

likely were excavated by Carson’s residents from the adjacent relict channel and used to 

build up the mound.  These waterlogged deposits may have come from Fisk’s extinct 

Channel 11 or from another abandoned channel. The brown very fine sandy loam soils at 
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550 cmbs are the natural levee materials. It was not possible to excavate this core deep 

enough to find the buried A horizon underneath the surface of the natural levee that we 

detected in Core 13. No down-hole magnetic susceptibility readings were taken in the 

bore-hole due to time and budgetary constraints.  

Mound C 

 Much like Mound A, Mound C once had an abandoned modern structure atop its 

summit, and this house was demolished in 2012. In 2009, three cores were excavated on 

the flank and summit. A backhoe trench was excavated along the western flank by the 

University of Mississippi, and this trench shall be discussed only briefly here. The mound 

is approximately 2.3 m tall and it has an amorphous shape at present.  

Core 2 was extracted on the shoulder slope of the mound (Figure 4.10), and 

mound fill was found in the core from the surface to about 285 cmbs, after which a very 

dark grayish brown (10YR 3/2) silty clay loam (38% clay) was identified. This dark soil 

was likely the prehistoric ground surface, and it was also identified in Core 3. Magnetic 

susceptibility readings (Figure 4.12) show a strong reading at 100 cmbs, and they could 

indicate an anthropogenic surface, perhaps a mound stage that was not identified in the 

core. Core 3 demonstrates evidence of an intermediate mound stage, and this 

susceptibility peak at 100 cmbs is consistent with sediments from Core 3. The occupation 

at this intermediate mound stage may not have left visually detectable remains in the soil 

in Core 2 but could have impacted the soil enough for it to be detected using magnetic 

susceptibility. The prehistoric ground surface detected at 285 cmbs is 33 centimeters 

thick, and it has 30 centimeters of fine-silty sediment below it. The core ends at 348 

centimeters below surface.  
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Core 3 was excavated from the mound summit and it’s upper stratum contained 

mound fill extending to 248 cmbs. Below the upper strata, a mound stage was identified 

based on the similarity of the soils to a natural humic surface horizon – except in this case 

it was buried. This soil was a very dark gray (10YR 3/1) silty clay (45% clay) and it had 

an abrupt boundary with the mound fill above it. This surface is approximately 30 

centimeters thick, and it overlies 200 cm of fine, fine-silty, and fine-loamy material 

interbedded with buried organics (oak leaves and fibers) and some free water. Evidence 

of the prehistoric ground surface was identified at 388 cmbs and it was categorized as a 

very dark grayish brown (10YR 3/2) silt loam – this soil was at one time a highly fertile 

surface humus, an anthropogenic epipedon. Organics and chert flakes were found in this 

layer. Beneath this second buried natural surface there is a sequence of fine-loamy and 

fine-silty layers that appear similar to fine-loamy natural levee deposition and that likely 

originated from low intensity flooding from a nearby stream. The core was ended at 478 

centimeters below surface from the summit. 

Cores 4 and 34 were excavated off the mound slope on level ground; the former 

was north of the mound and the latter east of the mound (Figure 4.10). No evidence of 

mound building was evident in either core, rather, natural stratigraphy indicative of 

alluvial deposits was identified. From the surface to 470 cmbs, I identified alternating 

sequences of brown and dark yellowish brown fine-sandy, fine-loamy, and fine-silty 

material indicative of an aggrading, fluvial environment, and deposition from frequent 

inundation and flooding.  Below 470 cm, gleyed clay backswamp soils from slackwater 

deposition were present and the water table was encountered at 500 cmbs along with a 

grayish brown fine-loam. 



135 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.12  Volume susceptibility graph for Core 2.  The strongest peak in the graph, at 

roughly 100 cmbs, occurred at a horizon that was not defined as anthropogenic based on 

the visual identification of sediments from the core tube. This peak may point to the 

utility of the device for identifying anthropogenic sediments in undifferentiated fill.   
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The trench through Mound C begins on the west edge of the summit/shoulder 

slope of the mound and continues west down the backslope, footslope, and toe slope 

(Figure 4.5). Two stages of mound construction are visible in the trench – a chronology 

supported by sediment cores excavated by CMAP in 2009.  From the surface to about 

120 cmbs, colluvium and mound fill were identified in the profile. From 120 to 139 

cmbs, there is a brown, very fine sandy loam deposit, interpreted as a flood event as it 

appears that this layer washed over some portion of the construction of this mound. 

Below this flood deposit, there is another mound stage (1) that extends to about 155 

cmbs. From 155 to 171 cmbs, the prehistoric ground surface is visible as a buried organic 

horizon of fine, grayish brown, silty clay loam.  

Based on the sediment data, I conclude that Mound C was built rather quickly and 

likely in two construction stages.  Cores 2, 3, and 36 all have profiles indicative of an 

initial mound stage constructed over a highly organic, dark-colored silt loam or silty clay 

loam.  This initial mound stage was impacted by flooding, as evident from profiles 

exposed in the 2009 backhoe trench (Figure 4.5). Mound construction resumed after this 

flooding and continued for an unknown period of time. Another stage or more of Stage 2 

may have been present on the mound, however, it is difficult to ascertain whether or not 

that was the case.  When the modern home was cleared off the mound, several University 

of Mississippi students and John Connaway (MDAH) shovel-scraped the summit and 

found evidence of numerous wall-trench structures.  Therefore, it is likely that the 

modern structure on the summit of Mound C was built on top of Stage 2.   
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Figure 4.13  Black dots represent hydraulically-excavated sediment cores. The line from 

D to D’ is the transect represented in the cross-section shown in Figure 4.14.  
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Figure 4.14  Cross-section of the landscape between mounds C and D at the Carson site; 

sediment coring helped to identify an unnamed mound that was shown in the Thomas 

1894 maps but unrecognized on the modern landscape.  
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Coring data were incorporated into a cross-section drawing that permits broader-

scale interpretations of the history of natural deposition and anthropogenic earthmoving 

at Carson. The cross-section of Mound C and the surrounding landscape indicates that the 

mound was built on top of a darkened humic horizon that is currently at least two meters 

below the current ground surface.  The same is likely true for Mound D. 

The darkened humic soil underlying mounds C and D is highly organic. The soil 

is darkened because of decomposing organics in the soil matrix and it is primarily a silty 

clay loam composed of smaller particles deposited by water that has lost velocity and 

turbidity – namely, water that has traveled a significant distance from the main 

Mississippi River channel. For soils of this order to develop, the landform would have 

needed to be relatively flat and relatively stable for at least several years.     

This ancient surface, currently buried, developed over interbedded silt loams and 

silty clay loams, sediments variously larger and smaller, respectively. These silt laden 

deposits were laid down through alluvial processes from a river channel that meandered 

across the alluvial floodplains, eventually settling at a location that, today, is a portion of 

the channel 11 meander scar. From this point, overbank deposition and crevassing built 

up the landform (Figure 4.9) on which Carson was constructed. This landform had some 

period of time to settle and remain flood-free, and in this interim, an organic and highly 

fertile topsoil developed.  This is the buried anthrosol that underlies mounds C and D. At 

some point between AD 1092-AD 1292, (820±100 yrs), mounds were constructed on this 

landscape, and mound building continued until a larger flood interrupted life on this 

alluvial plain (Figure 4.5).  Flooding was likely a common occurrence, and it certainly 

impacted the Soto entrada during their few short years in the LMV (Hudson 1997). This 
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flood was most definitely of great intensity because of the large, coarse-grained sand 

particles deposited against the toe slope of mound stage 1 at Mound C. Because of 

laminations present in the profile of this sand deposit, flood waters likely went up and 

down, but stayed consistently high for some period of time. After these waters receded, 

an event for which no date has been established, Carson was reoccupied, and 

moundbuilding continued.   

Mound D 

A total of 23 cores was excavated on and near Mound D.  Descriptions of 

individual cores are not presented here, rather the analysis of core data are synthesized 

into cross-section drawings. Cores were taken from off-mound, mound slope, and mound 

summit contexts and sediments were described in detail from each core Mound D has had 

an extensive history of modification, and since at least the mid-nineteenth century, the 

mound has been cleared and it once supported the plantation home of the Carson/Stovall 

family. There have probably been several episodes of land clearing, including the most 

recent removal of trees on the mound by the Archaeological Conservancy. These kinds of 

impacts are not unknown at other sites, including Monks Mound at Cahokia (Schilling 

2010). In many of the upper horizons of sediments from cores, it was not uncommon to 

identify European metal artifacts and brick fragments. Any disturbances from clearing the 

mound were difficult to identify in the sediments.   

It was possible to identify the buried prehistoric ground surface, referred to as a 

paleosol, in many of the cores around Mound D; the sediments from this stratum were 

generally dark black 10 YR 3/1 silty clay loams, and they comprised a well-defined 

horizon. This interface was anywhere from 1.5 to 2 meters below the current ground 
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surface. Almost universally, sediments underneath the buried ground surface were silt 

loams or silty clay loams, usually in alternating bands, indicating a migrating channel that 

was depositing a variety of relatively fine sediments. It is impossible to determine how 

far away the active channel would have been, but it is safe to say it was not close, 

because if it were, the sediments would have been much coarser. Very little evidence of 

root casts and worm burrows was present in the paleosol and given its uniform and 

homogenous nature, some degree of topsoil removal, ground preparation, and trampling 

must have taken place (Schilling 2010). This is likely the best understanding we currently 

have for the prehistoric surface, and it should be further clarified in the future with open 

exposures and excavation. Radiocarbon dating of the sediments from this horizon firmly 

place it within the Middle Woodland-period Dorr phase (A.D. 300-500; occupations at 

Carson dating to this phase have been supported by previous analyses of ceramics found 

at the site, however, no architecture has been associated with that early occupation 

(Lansdell 2009; Phillips 1970). It is possible, however, that large horizontal exposures 

down to this buried surface horizon might reveal such finds and/or deposits associated 

with the Dorr phase.   

The most important task using sediment core data was to identify data that would 

enable interpretative identifications of depositional events in and around the mound. This 

was accomplished using soil texture and horizonation, color, and structure present in the 

soils in each core. Each core was plotted according to its spatial coordinates and then 

soils in the core were drawn based on centimeters below surface and color coded 

according to soil type. Interfaces, horizons, and contacts were labeled appropriately. This 

was done for all relevant cores, and then correlations and relationships were drawn 
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between adjacent and related depositional units. Figure 4.16, Figure 4.17, Figure 4.18, 

and Figure 4.19 show the results of the stratigraphic analysis, and they identify four 

mound stages, three of which are fairly large, with a final fourth stage comprising a fairly 

late and relatively modest addition. Many of the cores from the mound slopes and summit 

visible at varying elevations below surface darkened and compacted soils thought to 

represent previous surface horizons, which were identified as the previous mound stages. 

In the field, these interfaces were labeled from the surface down as Ap, 2Ab, 3Ab, and so 

on, and they could range from sandy loam to silt loam to silty clay loam in texture. An A 

horizon is a mineral rich organic horizon that is on the surface or was once located at the 

surface. In the cross-section drawings, A horizons mark the tops of mound stages. Fills 

below these surface horizons also varied from sandier to clayey sediments and likely 

originate from locales close to the mound. In a ridge-and-swale environment with point 

bars, levee ridges, and low-lying areas, all components of a dynamic geomorphic 

environment, all of these sediment types would be available nearby. Much of this 

landscape would likely have been cleared for agricultural use. The ground surface under 

Mound D appeared trampled and without any evidence of grasses or vegetation that 

decomposed in place, indicating that the prehistoric surface was prepared for mound 

construction, much has been documented at other sites, including Cahokia (Kidder 1998; 

Schilling 2010).  

Changes in the elevation of Ab horizon soils associated with Stage 1 seem to 

suggest the first mound stage formed a double conical mound, and that it was aligned on 

a north-south axis (Figure 4.19). It also appears that Stage I was dramatically smaller than 

the later stages of Mound D would imply. Based on an OSL date, the construction of 
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Stage 1 begins sometime after approximately A.D. 1200. Stages II and III dramatically 

increased the size of Mound D. No data were identified or generated on the timing of 

mound Stage 2. Radiocarbon dates on charcoal samples from the surface of Stage 3 

suggests that this mound surface was in use during the 1400s or 1500s, and later dates 

from Structure 1.1 (which was built on Stage III) suggest that Stage IV must date fairly 

late in the occupation of the site, perhaps as late as the seventeenth century (see Table 5 9 

in Chapter 5). 

To summarize, four stages of mound construction are evident in the sediment core 

data for Mound D, and they demonstrate three large stages of construction, with a small 

fourth and final stage added at the end of the moundbuilding sequence. The core data 

clarify how the mound was built and suggest that the premound landscape was heavily 

trampled and occupied before construction began.  

The texture of the pre-mound surface suggests that low-intensity alluvial 

deposition created the final pre-mound surface, and that below it, alternating sequences of 

finer and coarser sediments originated from a meandering river. Mound stages are visible 

in the sediment cores in the form of buried A horizons, indicating the mound was built in 

four episodes, dating between A.D. 1200 and the mid-sixteenth-to-early-seventeenth 

centuries. Trench excavations along the western flank show stable surfaces overlain with 

slope wash deposits, discussed in the subsequent chapter, supporting an episodic mound 

construction model. As shown in Figure 4.17 and Figure 4.19, sediment core data support 

this assertion. The figure shows sandy loam deposits along the western flank of Mound 

D; the nature of these deposits will be explored in greater detail in Chapter 5, but they are 

indicative of flood-borne deposits against the mound, interrupting mound construction.  



144 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.15  Locations of sediment cores around Mound D at the Carson site.  
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Figure 4.16  East to West coring transect across Mound D at the Carson site. 
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Figure 4.17  East-to-west cross section of Mound D at the Carson site.  
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Figure 4.18  North-to-south transect across Mound D at the Carson site. 
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Figure 4.19  North-to-south cross section of Mound D at the Carson site. 
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Summary of Geoarchaeology and Soils at Carson  

Understanding the dynamics of the Mississippi River contextualizes the rapid 

formation of land.  In the Yazoo Basin, where landforms are periodically flooded and 

rapidly altered, knowing how the river moves allows scholars to understand the dynamic 

landscape lived on by native peoples. As I stated at the beginning of the chapter, flooding 

impacted settlement at Carson; the question is how?  

Topographic maps and soil survey maps suggest crevassing created a 

topographically high ridge surrounded by meander scars and floodplains deposited and 

left behind by the Mississippi River, and that this crevasse splay was the landform on 

which the Carson site was built (Davis 1984; Kidder and Saucier 1991; Mehta et al. 2012; 

Roe 2010). These kinds of floods can have varying levels of intensity, sometimes 

scouring landforms of their topsoil and sometimes gently depositing layers of sand, silt, 

and clay. Herein I posit that a crevasse formed the higher elevation topographic ridge that 

underlies Carson but that lower intensity floods impacted the site at a later date. The 

crevasse underlying Carson predates the site by at least 700 years, if not longer, given the 

anthropogenic horizon under mounds C and D has been radiocarbon dated to 

approximately A.D. 500. Lower intensity floods continue to deposit sediment on the 

Carson landform, as evident in the alternating bands of silty clay soils found in the 

sediment cores. Mound A was built on coarse sandy deposits that originate from low 

intensity floods; these floods are not large and powerful crevasses, but likely flood waters 

from a river channel that was laterally transgressing westward. The same flood waters 

that left coarse deposits under Mound A left silts and clays under mounds C and D, 
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resulting in the formation of a lower lying area that accumulated organics and that 

eventually became a topsoil.   

At Carson, flooding was not intense enough to scour away the topsoil under 

mounds C and D, as evidence of a buried surface horizon was identified through 

sediment coring. This buried horizon was once a topsoil with a high organic content, and 

it was the surface on which some of the mounds were built. Mound A, however, was not 

built on darkened silty clay deposits like mounds C and D but rather on coarse-particled 

sandy loam deposits, indicative of a natural levee. Consequently, it must be assumed that 

any flooding that covered over this landscape much have been of relatively low intensity. 

Cores through Mound A identified several A-horizons under mounded sediment. Both a 

2Ab3 horizon and 3Ab horizon were identified under Mound A. The 2Ab3 horizon was 

the top of the prehistoric ground surface under the mound, and it had a strong magnetic 

signal, which suggests this surface was lived on by people before mound building began. 

Another buried stratum was found below the 2Ab3 horizon, the 3Ab horizon, and it 

indicates the pre-mound landscape was occupied for a period of time, flooded over, and 

then reoccupied. Strong peaks in the magnetic susceptibility of the 3Ab soils corroborate 

our in-the-field assessment that the 3Ab horizon was a buried ground surface that was 

previously inhabited. Therefore, there are at least two instances of humans living on high 

ground close to a river channel, the river flooding, and then mound construction 

beginning. This natural levee environment was slightly different from the landscape 

around mounds C and D.   

The darkened silty clay horizon underlying mounds C and D is an organic soil 

that has been radiocarbon dated to the Middle Woodland period, around A.D. 500 (see 
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Table 5 9 in Chapter 5). This date suggests the landform must have formed before the 

middle of the first millennium A.D., and that it was occupied until about that time; 

mound construction does not begin until roughly A.D. 1200.  Coring allowed me to 

correlate the stratigraphic sequence of mounds C and D and to delineate the prehistoric 

ground surface under both mounds. Rather than course sandy levee deposits, it appears 

the area was low ground, and what might be expected of land that was distal to an active 

channel. The Channel 11 scar is about 1 kilometer west of mounds C and D (Figure 4.8), 

and based on alternating layers of silts under the mounds, it appears at various times that 

the river was closer and farther away, eventually beginning a lateral transgression west.  

At around A.D. 500, this landform stabilized enough to allow the formation of topsoil, 

and what I have identified as an anthropogenic epipedon. This horizon was found in cores 

excavated into mounds C and D and is shown in cross-section drawings in Figure 4.14, 

Figure 4.17, and Figure 4.19 

Coring has also permitted me to model the construction of mounds C and D.  

Based on sedimentary and horizon data, I think Mound C was built rapidly, and probably 

in two construction stages.  Several cores have profiles suggesting the first mound stage 

was built over an anthropogenic epipedon. The 2009 backhoe trench excavated by the 

University of Mississippi (Figure 4.5) demonstrates that flood sediments lie between 

stage I and stage II of Mound C. Mound construction resumed after this flooding and 

continued for an unknown period of time. Coring also demonstrates evidence of a four-

stage construction model for Mound D, a model which is evaluated and tested in greater 

detail in Chapter 5. 
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The utility of sediment coring is in its rapid and minimally invasive samples of 

subsurface pedology. Coring was used to study surface and subsurface soils and to 

evaluate how flooding built the Carson landscape. The coring data, in addition to 

radiocarbon dating of charcoal samples recovered through coring, indicate that the 

Carson site was built on a variety of landforms including natural levees and lower-lying 

areas with well-developing humic horizons. Based on published soil studies, we should 

expect no less, given that soils can vary quite extensively depending on slope, moisture, 

and proximity to river channels (see Figure 4.6).  These landforms are all present over a 

much larger landscape, a crevasse ridge that was deposited by the Mississippi River at 

some point before A.D. 500.  

The following chapter elaborates on stratigraphy and construction at Mound D.  

Topics related to how the mound was constructed, rates of construction, and construction 

stages are explored. The sediment coring data presented here help interpret stratigraphic 

data from trench excavations in Mound D, as discussed in Chapter 5. 
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Chapter 5  

Mound Stratigraphy and Construction History 

The collective efforts of humans to build earthen monuments in the Yazoo Basin 

of Mississippi, and to a greater extent in the Lower Mississippi Valley (LMV) and 

Southeastern United States, presupposes to some degree the power of leaders and/or 

chiefs to coordinate, aggregate, and compel group-oriented labor (Blanton et al. 1996; 

D'Altroy et al. 1985; Earle 1987, 1997; King 2003; Kirch 1984, 1995; Kristiansen 1991; 

Renfrew 1972, 1974). Different archaeologists have placed varying emphases on the 

managerial and ideological aspects of chiefly leadership. Colin Renfrew has claimed that 

chiefs derived their power base from the redistribution of staple goods and/or on the 

acquisition of prestige goods – thus chiefdom societies could be either group-oriented or 

individualizing, respectively (Renfrew 1974:74). The former system was focused on the 

construction of large monuments while the latter emphasized trade/redistributive systems. 

This reasoning is based on Sahlins’ work in Polynesia and the archaeological record of 

Europe. Group-oriented chiefdoms emphasize group solidarity through monument 

construction, warfare, and landscape modification. Individualizing chiefdoms, on the 

other hand, make the individual prominent through prestige goods, internment of goods at 

death, and/or the elaboration of domestic space. They also sometimes feature permanent 

or consistent redistribution networks, such as the individualizing chiefdoms of the 
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Wessex cultures in Britain, where the burial of important people under barrows marks 

their status (Renfrew 1974:82). Following Renfrew’s model, many earthen mounds were 

built in the LMV, and at the largest sites, these mounds took on meanings contingent 

upon the power of ranked and/or institutionalized leaders. Extensive study of 

Mississippian mounds suggests that for the largest mounds, the social rules governing 

construction were quite different from the construction of smaller mounds – namely, that 

large mounds are built quickly and are built to support chiefly hierarchies rather than to 

memorialize kin, clan, or moiety affiliation (Blitz and Livingood 2004; Payne 1994). 

However, some scholars have suggested monumentality need not indicate complicated 

hierarchies, but rather, may simply index ritual and community solidarity. In this 

scenario, instead of hierarchy and the power of elites, it is thought that heterarchy and 

communal solidarity are materialized by monumental earthworks (Gibson 2004; Levy 

1995; Pauketat and Alt 2003).  

This research adopts the perspective that monuments are durable symbols of the 

power of leaders to garner labor and to mark space, and that the construction of earthen 

monuments, small earthen rises, embankments, and plazas (all part of the built 

environment) at Carson was related to a system and structure of leadership that sought to 

institutionalize space, economy, and power (Earle 2001:106). At large and exceptional 

sites like Carson, mounds take on a meaning contingent on power and rapid bursts of 

communal labor. Within the realm of group-oriented strategies, rapid mound construction 

by a large populace serves an integrative function, binding communities and reifying the 

power of chiefs (Knight 1986). These theoretical perspectives (Blitz and Livingood 2004; 
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Earle 1997, 2001; Kirch 1984, 1995; Renfrew 1972, 1974) provide an interpretive 

framework for the following archaeological questions:  

1) How does the making of large mounds at Carson conform to regional 

expectations of rapid monument construction using group-oriented strategies 

of labor mobilization?  

2) How do practices of monument construction and use compare inter-

regionally?  

3) How do they compare with group-oriented and individualizing chiefdoms 

both in the Southeast and globally?  

 

This project will address these questions through detailed archaeological analyses and 

will compare them to historically documented Mississippian chiefdoms. 

Mound D was chosen as the principal focus of the Carson Mounds Archaeological 

Project (CMAP). Mounds C, D, E, and F are situated at the far eastern portion of the site, 

an area that has been identified at different times as both a part of and separate from the 

whole group of mounds on the Carson landform (Brown 1978; Phillips et al. 2003; 

Thomas 1985). In 2009, Mound D was well-preserved with well-defined side slopes, 

intact corners at the summit, and a gently sloping, relatively undisturbed summit that was 

covered in trees. Presuming this mound to be minimally disturbed, Mound D became the 

focus of my research, and I decided that test excavations and sediment coring would be 

necessary to formulate a model for how the mound was constructed. Sediment cores 

permit a detailed understanding of sedimentology using minimally destructive methods 

and coring as an investigatory practice has been used effectively for geoarchaeological 
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research (Arco et al. 2006; Kidder and Saucier 1991; Stein 1986); at Carson it has helped 

delineate mound stratigraphy and the subsurface geomorphology of the landform. Coring 

was supplemented by test excavations on the summit and trench excavations on the west 

flank of the mound. Data from several seasons of coring and excavation (2009 – 2014) 

support a four-stage construction scenario – this model will be explored in detail 

herein. This chapter presents the findings of coring and excavation that took place during 

CMAP summer field seasons. In 2014, excavations were almost exclusively focused on 

prehistoric Native American structures; these findings will be presented in subsequent 

chapters.   

 

Description of Excavation Units 

 

 Figure 5.1 shows a plan-view outline of excavation units that were dug into the 

flank of Mound D. Units numbered 1-7 were excavated in the summer of 2011, and 

trenches 2 and 3 were dug in 2012. No flank units were excavated in 2014. The primary 

method of excavation was shoveling, although a backhoe was occasionally used to move 

backfill. Trenches were excavated in Mound D to determine if any stages of mound 

construction could be detected along the flank. Stages are defined as groups of 

sedimentary deposits with discrete and abrupt unconformable boundaries (Sherwood and 

Kidder 2011). In particular, I sought out the summits of mound stages, which are stable 

landforms that would appear as compacted lenses of sediment of uniform color and 

structure. Stratigraphic boundaries between mound construction stages appear as bedding 

planes, which are surfaces separating discrete stratigraphic zones and can be identified 
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because of unique, nonconformable units between sediment type, particle orientation, and 

compaction. The units were primarily excavated in 10-25 cm arbitrary levels within 

natural stratigraphy. “Step” trench excavations extended one meter into and then up the 

mound tumulus, which allowed for rapid exposure of stratigraphic profiles while 

retaining artifacts within natural levels inside of arbitrary blocks. At the Feltus site in 

southwestern Mississippi, step trench excavations have successfully exposed mound 

stages and have recovered data on mound construction chronology (Kassabaum et al. 

2011; Mellink 1982; Nashef 1990; Nelson 2006). All excavated material was sifted 

through 0.635-cm mesh screen. Artifacts were collected within horizontal excavation 

units and vertical levels within them. Flank excavation profiles were both drawn to scale 

on graph paper and then photographed. In general, trench excavation did not uncover 

terribly many artifacts – sherds recovered from units tended to be fairly small and were 

evidently well-worn through surface contact before redeposition into mound fill. 

 Several trenches and units were excavated into the flank of Mound D and the 

level ground surface at its base (Figure 5.2). Test units 1-3 were excavated in the summer 

of 2011. These units were later re-excavated in 2012 and were referred to as Trench 1; 

throughout this chapter, Trench 1 is the accepted nomenclature. Three profiles were 

drawn for Trench 1, north, south, and east. TU 1 was excavated in seven levels, TU 2 in 

nine levels, and TU 3 in five levels. In total, these units were one meter wide and three 

meters in length, oriented east to west.  When the units were reopened as Trench 1 in 

2012, the length was extended by one meter and a perpendicular trench, Trench 2, was 

opened roughly north to south. Trench 2 was roughly one meter wide by seven meters in 

length. North, east, and west profiles were drawn for Trench 2. In 2012, another one 
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meter by three meter unit, Trench 3, was hand-excavated approximately two meters to the 

east of the termination of Trench 1.  The easternmost termination point of Trench 3 was 

located approximately three meters below the summit of Mound D, and consequently, the 

excavation trenches extend halfway up the flank of the mound. North, south, and east 

profiles of Trench 3 were drawn, and all profiles were photographed. To the west, the 

trenches extend to the intersection of the level ground surface and the mound slope 

(Figure 5.1). These trenches were placed on the west flank of Mound D to create 

exposures that would facilitate study of construction methods and also because the west 

flank was relatively free of vegetation and easy to access. In the discussion that follows, 

the archaeology and interpretation of each trench is discussed individually, and then at 

the end, they are synthesized into a holistic model of mound construction.  

 

Trench 1   

 

Trench 1 was excavated in 2011 as a continuation of test units 1-3 in an effort to 

evaluate mound stratigraphy at the western toe slope of Mound D. As mentioned above, 

Trench 1 is an east-west aligned excavation that is one meter wide and three meters in 

length, extending from the base of the mound up towards the summit. The north face of 

the excavation unit (Figure 5) revealed one unique feature (Feature 1), evidence of two 

mound stages, Stage I and Stage III, two different colluvial slope wash contexts, and a 

darkened and buried A horizon (paleosol) that may have been artificially enhanced 

through the input of organic compounds, midden, and food waste. Below the A horizon, 
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natural stratigraphy of coarsening and fining sequences of silt loams and sandy loams 

was observed. 

The plowzone was left undefined (sediment color and texture were not classified) 

due to its disturbed nature and also because of mixing, drying, and sun-bleaching which 

occurred during the excavation process.  The north face of Trench 1 demonstrates that 

Stage 1 of Mound D was built over an A horizon that is currently buried 100 to 150 

centimeters below the current ground surface. This first building stage appears to have 

involved the construction of a fairly level mound stage (perhaps most similar to a patio) 

to the west side of relatively small mound constructed primarily of clayey or silty clay 

soils, sediments originating from low-lying or inundated contexts.   

Distinctive basketloading is evident in mound stage 1 (Figure 5.3) and includes a 

variety of soil colors, including grayish brown silty clay loam, very dark grayish brown 

silty clay loam, strong brown silty clay loam, and dark gray silty clay loam. This loading 

is evidence of anthropogenically transported sediment, evident here in the form of a 

prepared clay platform, which was itself built over a buried paleosol. The prehistoric 

landscape before mound-building was likely ridge and swale topography built up by an 

east-to-west prograding Mississippi River channel. The presence of a buried A horizon 

indicates flooding from the river likely abated long enough for a topsoil to develop.  

Based on estimates that darkened humic topsoils can develop at a rate of 1.5 mm/year in 

warm and humid environments (Hammer 1981; Hudson 1981), it is possible the 

floodplain environment around Carson stabilized for at least 200 years prior to the first 

mound building. 
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Figure 5.1  Mound D contour map (contour interval 50 cm). Summit and flank excavation 

units are shown in gray.    
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Figure 5.2  Planview drawing of Mound D flank test units.  
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Table 5.1  Sediments in North Profile of Mound D Trench 1  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Trench Mound Context Primary Color Color  Primary soil 

Trench 1 north Plowzone    
Trench 1 north Colluvial slope wash 

(III) 

10 YR 4/3 Brown Silty clay 

loam 
Trench 1 north Stage III 10 YR 5/4 Yellowish 

brown 

Very fine 

sandy loam 
Trench 1 north Late stage borrow pit 

(F1) 

10 YR 3/1 Very dark 

grey 

Silt loam 

 
Trench 1 north Basket-loading in 

Stage III 

10 YR 3/2 Very dark 

greyish 

brown 

Silt loam 

Trench 1 north Colored slope wash 

(II) 

7.5 YR 4/6 Strong 

brown 

Silt loam 

Trench 1 north Stage I 10 YR 5/2 Greyish 

brown 

Silty clay 

loam 
Trench 1 north Anthrosol 10 YR 3/1 Very dark 

grey 

Silt loam 

Trench 1 north Eb transitional zone 10 YR 4/2 Dark 

greyish 

brown 

Silt loam 

Trench 1 north Subsoil 1 10 YR 4/3 Dark 

brown 

Silt loam 

Trench 1 north Subsoil 2 10 YR 6/3 Pale 

brown 

Silt loam 



163 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.3’ North profile of Mound D Trench 1.  
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I will discuss the following in greater detail later in the chapter, but there is most 

certainly a significant time lag between the stabilization of the landform (RC14, 1635±34 

rcybp; calAD 340 – 538; 95.4%; NSF AZ X27668) and the beginnings of mound 

construction (OSL, AD 1092-1292; 68%; Tulane EENS).  

 Overlying mound Stage I and the side slopes of Stage II is a thin (3-5 cm) 

depositional unit currently identified as the remains of a prepared veneer (Sherwood and 

Kidder 2011) or a naturally forming redoximorphic feature (Figure 5.4). Based on the 

laminar appearance of sediments in the unit, it is likely that colored sediments were 

washing down off of the mound and were deposited on the toe slope. This kind of 

colluvial deposition would leave a banded appearance, as evident in Figure 4.4. 

Alternatively, when soil is frequently exposed to moisture and then allowed to dry, 

various chemical compounds, often dusky red or dark brown in color, precipitate out of 

the soil. One such precipitate originates from the reduction and oxidation of iron and 

manganese compounds, leaving a characteristic mottled appearance to the soil (Brady 

1990). However, colluvial sediments washing down the mound flank would not 

necessarily display such features, i.e. mottling. Instead, colluvial sediments would have a 

banded or laminar appearance, perhaps with some mottling due to some wetting and 

drying. I think it is likely this depositional unit represents sediments that have been 

redeposited from the flanks of Stage II to on top of the clay platform of Stage I. These 

redeposited sediments were originally a component of a prepared veneer on the slopes of 

Stage II and would have been emplaced on the flanks for various reasons, perhaps related 

to signaling relationships with kin, clan, or moiety, or perhaps with ancestral or 

cosmological beings (see Pauketat and Alt 2003:165).   
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 Colored fill dirt in mound sediment can potentially represent political and social 

histories, especially the colors red and light gray or white (Pauketat et al. 1993:149; 

Pauketat and Alt 2003; Pursell 2004; Sherwood and Kidder 2011:72). These two colors 

are quite visibly present in Figure 5.3 and Figure 5.4, and could have been selected for 

their coloring (Sherwood and Kidder 2011:74). These kinds of colorfully mixed fills, 

caps, and deposits have been documented at a number of sites, including Poverty Point 

(Sherwood and Kidder 2011:76), Monks Mound at Cahokia (Schilling 2010), Coweeta 

Creek (Rodning 2001:248), and Shiloh (Sherwood and Kidder 2011:78), as well as at 

other mounded settlements like Kincaid (Pursell 2004), Crooks (Ford and Willey 1940), 

and Walling (Knight 1990). In addition, zoned fills of alternating light and dark colored 

soils have also been identified at Carson’s Mound B (Butz 2014). Identifying 

purposefully emplaced colored fills entails the identification of sediment types and the 

type of depositional environment, as well as surrounding sediment sizes and colors 

(Sherwood and Kidder 2011:74, 79). In the case of Carson, the bands of colored 

sediments shown in Figure 5.4 are a “prepared veneer” given their thicknesses of ~.2 - .5 

cm, comprising a sedimentary unit of ~ 2-5 cm (Sherwood and Kidder 2011:79). A 

veneer was also identified at Lake George and Shiloh (Sherwood and Kidder 2011:80; 

Williams and Brain 1983). At Shiloh, the veneer appears to have been applied to the 

flanks of the mound, eroded onto the toes of the mound, and reapplied several times. The 

presence of laminar and well-sorted silts between colors lenses would corroborate my 

assertions here, but in order to evaluate this argument, a micromorphological analysis of 

these contexts would be necessary (see Sherwood and Kidder 2011: Fig 16). 
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Figure 5.3  Close-up photograph of Trench 1 north, showing interface between the 

prehistoric ground surface, Stage I, slopewash deposits, and Stage II.  



167 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.4  Close-up view of slopewash deposits between Stage I and Stage II in the 

northern profile of Mound D Trench 1. Reddish deposits suggest colored sediments 

washed downslope off the mound flanks.  
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Until such time, a definitive identification is difficult. Nevertheless, this thin banded 

deposit over Stage I was studied intensively in the field, and it is my opinion that a 

“prepared veneer” was present along the toe slopes and flanks, and is now present in the 

form of the banded depositional unit shown in Figure 5.4. Future research should use 

micromorphological methods to evaluate at the microscopic level, deposition and 

taphonomy of the sedimentary unit.   

 Overlying this unit are sediments related to Mound Stage III and a late stage 

borrow pit that was excavated through parts of Stage III, as well as parts of Stage I in 

places. No evidence of Stage II was found in Trench 1 North nor in any of the Trench 1 

(or 2) profiles. Mound Stage II is primarily defined based on Trench III and hydraulic 

sediment coring conducted through the mound (presented later in the chapter). Mound 

Stage III is comprised of yellowish brown very fine sandy loams, light yellowish brown 

silty clays, and very dark gray silty clay loams. Other than gradations between fill and 

mottling in the soil, very little evidence of basketloading could be discerned in the fill, 

indicating a relatively homogenous deposit from which the sediments were mined. 

Certainly this fill was unlike zoned fill deposits often found in Mississippian mounds in 

and around the American Bottom (Baires et al. 2013; Pauketat and Alt 2003; Schilling 

2010; Sherwood and Kidder 2011) as well at Carson’s Mound B (Butz 2014). 

Occasionally sheet loading was visible in the fill of mound Stage III and was distinct 

from surrounding sediments in coloring and texture (very dark grayish brown silt loam) 

but did not resemble zoned fill or basket loading in appearance.   

The deposit labeled as “Late stage borrow pit” is defined as such because it is 

intrusive into deposits below and around it, including colluvial slope wash from Stage III, 
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mound Stage III, the banded unit over Stage 1, and Stage 1. Soils in the pit are very dark 

gray silt loams. In prehistory, this pit was excavated through numerous mound deposits 

and was approximately three to four meters in diameter. Stratigraphy indicates the 

intrusive pit dates to late in the construction of the mound. Artifacts from the pit do not 

provide significant insight into dating the pit cut, although they do help in dating the 

point at which the pit was filled. 71 sherds total were recovered from this pit and likely 

came from a refuse area represented mixed assemblages. The pottery was split roughly in 

half between Woodland and Mississippian pottery (Table 5.2 and 5.3). The most recent 

pottery in the pit is Old Town Red var. Beaverdam, and is dated to the late terminal 

Mississippi period (Brown 1998). Otherwise, most of the pottery is Mulberry Creek Cord 

Marked, which dates to the Dorr and Coahoma phases, from the middle of the first 

millennium A.D. Radiocarbon dating was not too helpful either in assigning an age to the 

pit. Charcoal extracted from the pit fill dates to early in the second millennium A.D., 

between A.D. 1027 and 1157 (Table 5.4). These dates are relatively early for a pit that is 

intrusive into mound fill postdating A.D. 1200 and associated with mound Stage III, 

which supports a structure dating to the sixteenth century. Consequently, fill dirt in the pit 

must have originated from a refuse area with mixed deposits, potentially dating as far 

back as the Middle Woodland period Dorr or Coahoma phases (A.D. 300 to 500 and A.D. 

500 to 800, respectively; see Figure 3.2). It is quite difficult to assign a function to this 

late stage intrusion into the mound flank, but it is possible this was a refuse pit, and that 

much of the fill originates from sediment that was present on nearby landforms.  
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Table 5.2  Trench 1 Pottery by Paste Type 

Paste Type Count 

Addis Plain 

Baytown Plain 

2 

27 

Bell Plain 6 

Mississippi Plain 36 

Grand Total 71 

______________________________ 

 

Table 5.3  Decorated Pottery from Mound D Trench 1  

Decorated Pottery Count 

Old Town Red 

Mulberry Creed Cord  

Marked 

3 

3 

 

unidentified decoration 1 

Grand Total 7 

___________________  

 

 

Table 5.4  Radiocarbon Dates from Trench 1 

Context Notes years BP "+/-" calAD     % 

Tu3L3 Mound D fill F1 960 25 1021 - 1155 95.4 

Tu5L3 Mound D fill F1 930 20 1036 - 1157 95.4 
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Overlying the late stage pit are colluvial slope deposits of brown silty clay loam 

and mixed and disturbed plowzone. These sediments appear fairly ubiquitous, show no 

evidence of loading or mixing, and they overlie mound deposits, consequently, these 

sediments must originate from slope wash or flood-borne sediments. At the level ground 

surface on the west side adjacent to the mound, at least a meter of sediment overlies the 

prehistoric ground surface. Much of this sediment originates from slope wash and 

plowing, perhaps also originating from the plowing down of other mounds that used to be 

in the area. During the sediment coring program, a mound previously mapped in 1894 

was re-identified (see Chapter 4), although at a much lower height than previously 

shown. Much of this mound must have been pushed around the outer edges of Mound D 

and likely overlies deposits identified in Trench 1. 

Overall, Trench 1 deposits are consistently represented on all profile walls and are 

shown in Figure 5.5. In total, eleven different deposits are identified in Trench 1, and 

they indicate several stages of mound construction as well as some evidence of erosion 

along the flanks, and of a deeply buried prehistoric ground surface. No flank midden was 

identified, like those found at the Coles Creek period Feltus site (Kassabaum et al. 2011) 

or at Moundville (Knight 2004). Upon initial assessment and due to the darkened soils, it 

was thought the feature shown in Figure 4.5 and identified as a late stage borrow pit was 

actually a flank midden, but the vertical edge of the feature indicates it was excavated 

through existing mound layers. In addition, if the deposit were indeed a flank midden, 

artifacts contemporaneous with the Parchman phase should be present. Instead, 

chronologically mixed artifacts were present in the deposit, representing fill dirt 

originating from other parts of the site. Deposits in Trench 1 were also identified in 
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sediment cores 28, 29, and 30 (Figure 5.6 and Figure 5.7). Coring assisted in placing 

Trench 1 stratigraphy in a broader context across the Mound D landscape and will be 

discussed at the end of this chapter.   

Trench 2  

 

 The relationship between Trench 1 and Trench 2 is shown in Figure 5.1 and 

Figure 5.2. Trench 2 was excavated perpendicular to Trench 1, aligned north-south, and 

was approximately one meter wide and seven meters in length. The trench was excavated 

by a backhoe at the foot of Mound D in 2012. This excavation was specifically directed 

at understanding the nature of the deposit identified as a “late stage borrow pit”, to get 

another perspective on loading in Stages I and III, to uncover a large swath of the 

prehistoric ground surface (the buried A horizon), and to get another perspective on slope 

wash, colluvial deposits, and flood-borne sediments. 

The backhoe operator was instructed to remove sediments at the intersection of 

the mound slope and the level ground surface down to mound Stage I, approximately 1.2 

meters below surface. It was possible to visually identify Stage I because of its heavy 

clay content and distinctly mottled appearance. Once the backhoe operator found this 

horizon, he leveled off his bucket and removed the overburden. Excavations continued by 

hand to remove Stage I soils to the interface between the prehistoric ground surface 

below. All these soils were removed as a single level; sediments were not sifted due to 

time constraints but no artifacts were noted in the process of excavation.   
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Figure 5.5  Profiles of Mound D Trench 1.  
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Figure 5.6  Locations of sediment cores excavated in and near Mound D.  
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Figure 5.7  Stratigraphic profile of Mound D based on coring.  
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Table 5.5  Sediments from the East Profile of Mound D Trench 2 

Trench/Unit Mound Context  primary color color text primary soil  

Plowzone     

Trench 2 east Colluvial slope wash 

(III) 

10 YR 4/3 brown silty clay loam  

Trench 2 east Late stage borrow pit 

(F1) 

10 YR 3/1  very dark 

grey 

silt loam  

Trench 2 east Loading in F1 10 YR 4/3 brown loam 

Trench 2 east Flooding against 

mound (III) 

10 YR 4/2 dark 

grayish 

brown 

very fine sandy 

loam 

Trench 2 east Stage III 10 YR 5/4 yellowish 

brown 

very fine sandy 

loam 

Trench 2 east Redox or slope wash 

(II) 

7.5 YR 4/6 strong 

brown 

silt loam  

Trench 2 east Stage I 10 YR 5/2 grayish 

brown 

silty clay loam, 

clay loam  

Trench 2 east Anthrosol 10 YR 3/1  very dark 

grey 

silt loam  

Trench 2 east Natural stratigraphy 10 YR 5/3 brown loam 
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As the prehistoric ground surface (also referred to as a paleosol) was exposed, student 

volunteers troweled clean the surface of the buried A horizon. There is a significant 

textural difference in paleosol sediments and the overlying Stage I soils; the former are 

dark brown silt loam and silty clay loam sediments and the latter are heavily mottled 

white, brown, and gray clay loams and silty clay loams. Once the buried surface was 

trowel-cleaned and exposed, photographs were taken, and features identified. One 

feature, Feature 2, was identified, bisected, and excavated (Figure 5.8 and Figure 5.9).  

No artifacts were found in this feature, which was likely a basin-shaped pit on the top of 

the buried surface which was covered over with Stage I soils when mound building first 

commenced. Feature 2 was 32 cm in diameter and 14 cm in depth. A root was found 

growing through the center of the pit feature, however, if this feature was the result of 

natural plant growth, the shape of the feature should have been more vertical and 

cylindrical, following the root cast. Instead, the basin shape indicates it was likely 

excavated by hand at some point in the past; the absence of artifacts or culturally laden 

fill (other than mound sediment), however, is vexing.    

 Figure 5.8 shows a plan view image of Trench 2 before and after excavation of 

the paleosol underneath mound Stage I. Sediments underneath the paleosol are 

representative of natural floodplain stratigraphy in a region where medium-to-coarse 

grained particles were deposited, likely a distal levee edge adjacent to a backswamp or 

ponded depression. Sediment coring in off-mound contexts near Mound D demonstrates 

alternating deposits of silt loam and sandier silt loam are present, supporting a model of 

lower intensity flood-borne deposition of sediments.  
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Figure 5.8  Top, Trench 2 before backhoe removal of overburden above paleosol, circular 

soil stain is Feature 2 (F2). Bottom, Trench 2 after excavation. 
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Figure 5.9  Clockwise from top left. Detail of Feature 2 (F2) from Trench 2. Feature 2 

(F2) bisected, plan view. Feature 2 (F2) fully excavated.   
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The north, east, and west profiles of Trench 2 were photographed and mapped in 

the field.  Soil profiles and deposits for Trench 2 were categorized in relation to deposits 

identified in Trench1. Since Trench 2 meets Trench 1 at its southern corner (Figure 5.2), 

it is reasonable to assume sediments and units in Trench 1 are related in depositional 

origin to sediments in Trench 2. Both have nearly identical stratigraphy and show 

evidence of two mound stages, an intrusive borrow pit, and colluvial slope wash, all over 

a buried prehistoric ground surface (an anthrosol and anthropic epipedon; Table 5.5; 

Figure 5.10, Figure 5.11, Figure 5.12). Unique finds in the profiles are as follows: the 

north and west profile of Trench 2 shows evidence of postmolds and no evidence of 

slopewash from mound Stage II is evident in the west profile wall. The absence of this 

deposit in the west wall might indicate it terminates before the wall, and indeed, the 

termination of the depositional unit is shown in profile of Trench 2 North, labeled as 

slopewash/redox.  

The postmold shown in Trench 2 North is excavated into Stage III deposits and 

the postmold shown in Trench 2 West is excavated into the late stage borrow pit. These 

two posts were both placed on similar elevations, are likely contemporaneous, and could 

be associated with basal mound structures or a palisade/fence enclosing the base of 

Mound D, the latter being the most likely probability. Scholars have written extensively 

about the closing off and barricading of the Central Precinct at Cahokia and the 

fortifications at Moundville and associated their construction with the delimiting of social 

spaces (Dalan 1997; Knight 1998; Pauketat 2004, 2013). It is possible here that an 

enclosure was built around Mound D, late in the mound’s occupation, as a means of 

delimiting elite spaces from commoner spaces.  
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Figure 5.10  East profile of Mound D Trench 2.  
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Figure 5.11 North profile of Mound D Trench 2.   
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Figure 5.12  West profile of Mound D Trench 2.  
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Alternatively, David Morgan (2003:71) has suggested that log stockades were used at 

Mound B at Bottle Creek to act as retaining walls for holding in sediment during the 

process of mound construction. This is certainly a possibility for Mound D, however, too 

few postmolds are present identified to make a definitive identification of such stockades 

related to moundbuilding.  

The other unique find in Trench 2 are coarse, structureless, fine sandy loam 

sediment deposits overlying mound Stage III and underneath Stage III colluvial 

slopewash. These sediments were not visible in Trench 1 because the late stage borrow 

pit intruded Stage III and removed these deposits. The only place where the coarse 

deposits are visible in Trench 2 is along the northern limits of the trench, where the pit 

terminates in a vertical edge (see Figure 5.12). In 2009, coarse sandy deposits were found 

abutting early mound stages of Mound C (Figure 4.5), and they have been interpreted as 

flood deposits. Consequently, I expected flood-borne sediments against the slope of 

Mound D. 

However, units 1-7 and Trench 1 found no evidence of such flooding. The 

absence of flood-borne sediments in this trench can be explained by the late-stage borrow 

pit, which would have been excavated through these sediments, as well as stages I and 

III. In the northern limits of Trench 2, no intrusion from the borrow pit is present, and 

consequently, the coarse sandy sediments are preserved. As I have written about Mound 

C at Carson (Mehta et al. 2012), it appears flooding interrupted occupations at Carson; in 

this case, flood-borne sediments are present against the flank slope of Stage III of Mound 

D, and are overlain by colluvial deposits from Stage III and perhaps Stage IV.  Cores 31, 

33, and 34 on the western side of Mound D also show evidence of coarse sandy deposits 
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at around 50-75 cmbs and could also be associated with flooding during the time that 

Mound D was occupied.   

 Overall, Trench 2 gives a similar perspective on mound building as Trench 1, 

while also presenting data on flooding and the possibility of late stage enclosures 

surrounding the mound.   

 

Trench 3 

 

 Trench 3 was excavated two meters upslope from the easternmost termination 

point of Trench 1 (Figure 5.1, Figure 5.2, Figure 5.13, and Figure 5.14). Trench 3 was 

three meters in length and one meter wide. The primary goal of excavating Trench 3 was 

to get a clearer picture of mound stratigraphy upslope from trenches 1 and 2. Since 

stratigraphy was the primary concern, excavations did not proceed by artificial, arbitrary, 

or natural levels; instead, mound sediments were shoveled or “chunked” out. Mound 

sediments were only was occasionally sifted through 0.635-cm mesh screen, about one in 

five buckets, and only 30 artifacts were recovered, none of which have any diagnostic 

chronological characteristics (Table 5.6). Citronelle chert artifacts have been associated 

with early Mississippian occupations at Carson (Johnson 1987), however, finds from 

Structure 1.1 on the summit of Mound D seem to indicate Burlington chert persists at 

Carson into late prehistory. Trench 3 provides the only profile wall exposure of mound 

Stage II; otherwise this mound stage is interpreted solely from sediment cores. Stage III 

is defined as separate from Stage II based on slight changes in coloring and soil texture, 

with Stage II containing greater quantities of clay in the sediment. Stage III sediments are 
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principally compacted silt loams and Stage II are soils are mostly darker silty clay loams. 

Interpreting this boundary, however, was difficult. I believe that the relative ubiquity and 

similarity of sediments in Stage III indicates sediments were being minded from a 

singular location, likely nearby, and that the rate of earth moving for Stage III was quite 

rapid. 

 Sediment cores outlining the dimensions of Stage III also indicate that Stage III 

was fairly large, both vertically and horizontally, much larger than Stage II. Therefore it 

is reasonable to suggest that the rate and scale of earth moving for Stage III was far 

greater than stages I and II, expanding upon the footprint of the mound, as well as its 

height. It might be suggested that some political upheaval by a powerful elite or lord 

somehow precipitated this rapid and large mound expansion.  One important point to 

keep in mind, however, is that the density of sediments was far greater for stages I and II 

(silty clay loams and clay loams), and consequently, earlier mound sediments would have 

been difficult to mine and move, especially the “buckshot” clays comprising Stage I.  

Finally, a possible living surface was identified in two of the profile walls (east and 

south; Figure 5.13) between stages II and III, suggesting some period of stasis in mound 

construction or perhaps abandonment.  The timing of Mound D and potential of 

punctuated mound construction is explored later in this chapter.  
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Table 5.6  Artifacts from Mound D Trench 3 

Paste Type Count 

Bell Plain 

Baytown Plain 

1 

24 

Mississippi Plain 1 

Citronelle Gravel Core 1 

Burlington Core 1 

Burlington Flakes 2 

Grand Total 30 
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Table 5.7  Sediment Types Found in Trench 3 

Trench/Unit Mound 

Context  

primary 

color 

color text primary 

soil  

secondary 

color 

color 

text 

secondary 

soil  

Plow zone        

Trench 3 

north 

Stage III 2.5 

YR 

7/2 

light 

grey 

silt 

loam  

   

Trench 3 

north 

Stage II 2.5 

YR 

5/4 

light 

olive 

brown 

silt 

loam  

2.5 YR 

3/1 

very 

dark 

grey  

silty 

clay 

loam  

Trench 3 

north  

Stage II 

basketload 

2.5 

YR 

3/1 

very 

dark 

grey 

silty 

clay 

loam  

   

Trench 3 

east 

Stage III 2.5 

YR 

7/2 

light 

grey 

silt 

loam  

   

Trench 3 

east 

Floor 

(II/III) 

2.5 

YR 

5/4 

light 

olive 

brown 

silt 

loam  

2.5 YR 

3/1 

very 

dark 

grey  

silty 

clay 

loam  

Trench 3 

east 

Pit Fill 2.5 

YR 

6/2 

light 

brownis

h grey 

silty 

clay 

loam  

   

Trench 3 

east 

Stage II 2.5 

YR 

5/4 

light 

olive 

brown 

silt 

loam  

2.5 YR 

3/1 

very 

dark 

grey  

silty 

clay 

loam  

Trench 3 

south 

Stage III 2.5 

YR 

7/2 

light 

grey 

silt 

loam  

   

Trench 3 

south 

Floor 

(II/III) 

2.5 

YR 

5/4 

light 

olive 

brown 

silt 

loam  

2.5 YR 

3/1 

very 

dark 

grey  

silty 

clay 

loam  

Trench 3 

south 

Pit Fill 2.5 

YR 

6/2 

light 

brownis

h grey 

silty 

clay 

loam  

   

Trench 3 

south 

Stage II 2.5 

YR 

5/4 

light 

olive 

brown 

silt 

loam  

2.5 YR 

3/1 

very 

dark 

grey  

silty 

clay 

loam  
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Figure 5.13  Profiles of Mound D Trench 3.  
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Figure 5.14 Mound D Trench 3, after excavation, facing east.   
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 In general, interpreting stages or phases of mound construction at Mound D was 

challenging due in part to the largely ubiquitous sediments used to build the mound – it 

was not common to find evidence of individual basket-loads in the mound stages over 

Stage I. Instead, mound construction sediments were mostly light brown in color, ranging 

from silt loam to a silty clay loam texture. Stage III soils were primarily light brown silt 

loams with occasional mottles of moderately darker brown sediment. Very little evidence 

of basket loading is apparent in Stage III, with the exception of occasional sheet loading, 

which was much darker, almost black in appearance. Since the corners of the Mound D 

summit are well-preserved, and little slumping is evident along the western face of the 

mound, it is unlikely we excavated through very much redeposited material form higher 

up the slope. Interpreting the interface between Stages II and III was simplified by the 

presence of a compacted sediment layer, shown in Figure 4.13 as a floor. This horizon 

was potentially a living surface on the summit of Stage II, with two small pits evident at 

the contact. One of the smaller pits, intersecting the north and east profiles, may in fact 

have been a postmold; if so, it would have been a large one. The Stage III mound 

sediments are consistent with those sediments found in trenches 1 and 2, light brown silt 

loams. 
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Trench Excavation Summary and Interpretations   

 

 Trenches 1, 2, and 3 were excavated off of the western edge of Mound D (Figure 

5.15). These trenches were placed to study mound construction, to identify flank middens 

if present, and in the case of trenches 1 and 3, to recover artifacts.  With respect to these 

research goals, the excavations were incredibly successful, and they have led to the 

identification of three stages of mound construction, several slope wash deposits, flood-

borne sediments, an intrusive borrow pit, and evidence, in the form of postmolds, for a 

structure or enclosure at the base of the mound. Figure 5.16 presents a schematic view of 

Mound D based on the north profiles in trenches 1, 2, and 3.  This perspective was 

created by extrapolating depositional units across unexcavated portions of the western 

flank of Mound D, showing stages I-III, slope wash, the borrow pit, and the stratigraphy 

of naturally deposited flood-borne sediments under the mound.   

Artifacts from excavation trenches were not terribly helpful in developing any 

greater chronological resolution to Mound D (Table 5.8), representing instead mixed 

deposits spanning the Woodland and Mississippi periods. Some notable finds are the 

Burlington chert core and flakes, artifacts made of raw materials that originated from 

perhaps as far as the American Bottom. Several scholars have documented evidence of 

Carson’s relationship to the American Bottom region in Illinois (Ensor 1991; Johnson 

1987), and Burlington chert artifacts from Mound D are demonstrative of that 

relationship, which is explored in greater detail in Chapter 7.    
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Figure 5.15  Trenches 1, 2, and 3 in Mound D, facing east from the southwestern side of 

the mound.   
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Figure 5.16  Schematic profile of Mound D based on profiles in trenches 1, 2, and 3.   
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 Another interesting element to the excavations is the absence of significant 

quantities of artifacts from the trenches. Based on known occupations at Carson dating to 

the Dorr and Coahoma phases (Brown 1978; Johnson 1987; Phillips 1970; Phillips et al. 

2003), as well as the sheer numbers of artifacts covering the ground surface at Carson, 

one would expect significant quantities of artifacts to be mixed up in the fill. That 

sediments used to build the mound were generally free of artifacts might indicate cultural 

practices associated with mining clean sediment or “cleaning” it prior to mound building, 

as has been demonstrated at the Coles Creek-period Feltus mounds in southwestern 

Mississippi (Kassabaum et al. 2011; Sherwood and Kidder 2011). One possible 

interpretation of these clean fills might be that mound building, as a ceremonial political 

renewal process (Knight 1986), would require “clean” sediments for construction. 

Another interpretation might be that areas around Mound D were not intensively 

occupied before the Mississippi period, unlike areas around Mound A, and, consequently, 

there was not a significant amount of cultural material on the ground surface before 

mound construction began during the Mississippi period, sometime after A.D. 1200.   

Finally, I should point out my stratigraphic exposures cover a fairly small window 

of Mound D (in total, 24 m3), a mound that is 91.7 meters in length, 77.6 meters in width, 

and 4.5 meters in height, and has a volume of 11,665.218 m³. My excavations thus 

constitute .20 % of the mounds volume. I do believe this is a sufficient window into the 

mounds construction history to understand how portions of the mound were built (Figure 

5.16), however, it is still a small window nonetheless. The smaller final stage of Mound 

D, Stage IV, was only identified in summit test excavation unit 21 (Figure 5.18).   
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Table 5.8  Ceramic and lithic artifacts from excavation trenches. 

Trench  Paste Count 

Trench 1 Addis Plain  2 

Trench 1 Baytown Plain 27 

Trench 1 Bell Plain 6 

Trench 1 Mississippi Plain 36 

Trench 3 Baytown Plain 24 

Trench 3 Bell Plain 1 

Trench 3 Mississippi Plain 1 

Trench 3 Citronelle Gravel Core 1 

Trench 3 Burlington Core 1 

Trench 3 Burlington Flakes 2 

 

 Grand Total 101 
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Figure 5.17  North-to-south cross section of Mound D, based on coring results.  
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Figure 5.18 Schematic representation of Mound D construction stages, with radiocarbon 

dates and OSL dates from selected contexts within the mound.  
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To assist in recreating the construction history of Mound D and to develop 

stratigraphic exposures across the mound, sediment cores were also utilized, and they 

were primarily discussed in Chapter 4.  

 

Radiocarbon Dating and Mound Construction 
 

Four stages of mound construction are evident in the sediment core data, and they 

represent primarily large stages of construction, with one small final addition (as shown 

in the cross-section figures in Chapter 4, and Figure 5.7 and Figure 5.17). The core data 

clarify how the mound was built and suggest that the premound landscape was heavily 

trampled and occupied before construction began. The texture of the pre-mound surface 

suggests low-intensity alluvial deposition built the final pre-mound surface, and that 

below it, alternating sequences of finer and coarser sediments originated from a 

meandering river. Mound stages are present in the cores in the form of buried A horizons, 

indicating the mound was built in four episodes, spanning the period from A.D. 1200 to 

the mid-sixteenth or early seventeenth centuries. Trench excavations along the western 

flank show stable surfaces overlain with slope wash deposits and flood-borne sediments, 

data which support a model of episodic mound construction.  

 Figure 5.18 shows a schematic perspective of Mound D, as well as radiocarbon 

dates associated with mound strata. It depicts four stages of mound construction and 

radiocarbon dates associated with certain stratigraphic horizons (see Table 5.9 for a list of 

dates). Herein, the dates will be discussed from the prehistoric ground surface (paleosol) 
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up. All dates are presented in years before present (rcybp) and in calibrated years A.D. 

(calibrated using the online OxCal 4.0 program, IntCal13).  

 The first radiocarbon date from Mound D discussed here is also the earliest and it 

was derived from a bulk sample of organic sediments taken from the paleosol; sample 

RC14 produced a date of 1635±34 rcybp (calAD 340 – 538; 95.4%; NSF AZ X27668). 

Sample RC14 was removed from the base of the profile of Trench 1 from the darkened 

10 YR 3/1 silty clay loam horizon found at varying elevations underneath Mound D. This 

horizon was the prehistoric ground surface on which Mound D was built and establishing 

a date form the horizon gives a terminus post quem, or date after which, for the mound. 

This means the mound can be no older than calAD 340 to 538.   

Seeking a better chronological resolution for the paleosol and for first date of 

mound building, I turned to optically stimulated luminescence (OSL) dating, an 

analytical method for dating sediments and the last time they were exposed to light. 

Consequently, sediments directly at the contact between the paleosol and Stage I 

basketloading were isolated for OSL dating, since they would have been exposed to light 

the moment before mound construction started. OSL samples must be collected without 

exposure to light; therefore, a 7.5 X 30 cm black PVC pipe was hammered into the 

exposed soil profile and a sample of the paleosol sediment was removed. The sample, 

OSL1, was extracted in the laboratory under amber light and standardized to 150 grams. 

The methodology for dating prehistoric sediment deposits using OSL follows successful 

applications of these techniques at prehistoric sites in the Plains, the Central Mississippi 

Valley, and the Lower Mississippi Valley (Feathers 1997, 2003; Lipo et al. 2005; 

Rittenour 2008; Shen et al. 2012; Törnqvist et al. 1996).  
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Table 5.9 Radiocarbon Dates from Carson 

RC  

# 

Lab# Context Notes years 

BP 

+/- calAD calAD % 

14 NSFX27

668 

Paleosol  Paleosol 

Mound D 

1635 34 340 538 95.4 

5 UGAMS

16322 

Tu3L3 Mound D fill 

F1 

960 25 1021 1155 95.4 

6 UGAMS

16323 

Tu5L3 Mound D fill 

F1 

930 20 1036 1157 95.4 

4 UGAMS

16321 

Tu2L3 Mound D fill 920 20 1039 1161 95.4 

13 UGAMS

18360- r 

HS31 Central Post - 

Structure 31 

820 22 1170 1263 95.4 

12 UGAMS

18360 

Pottery 

deposit # 2 

Pottery 

Deposit - 

Structure 31  

720 20 1263 1292 95.4 

7 UGAMS

18493 

Tu12 PM23 - under 

Structure 1.1 

638 24 1285 1395 95.4 

3 UGAMS

16320 

Tu9L2 Structure 1.1 - 

daub 

600 50 1288 1417 95.4 

10 UGAMS

18358 

Hs31-DR7 PM4823 - 

Structure 31 

490 20 1412 1444 95.4 

2 UGAMS

16319 

Tu8L1 Structure 1.1 - 

daub 

420 20 1435 1487 95.4 

9 UGAMS

18495 

Tu9L2 PM - Structure 

1.1 

404 24 1438 1618 95.4 

11 UGAMS

18359 

Core41 Mound D 

Stage III 

380 20 1446 1624 95.4 

8 UGAMS

18494 

Tu12 PM24 - 

Structure 1.1 

341 24 1471 1637 95.4 

1 UGAMS

16318 

Tu10L2 Structure 1.1 - 

daub 

200 20 1652 1684 35 
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All measurements were carried out with a standard single aliquot regenerative 

dose (SAR) protocol using 1-2 mm size aliquots, with each aliquot containing about 100 

to 200 75-125 μm quartz grains. The OSL measurements were performed using a Risø 

DA-15 B/C reader equipped with 27 blue LEDs (470D30 nm) and 21 infrared LEDs 

(830D10 nm) for optical stimulation. OSL and IRSL were detected through a 7.5 mm 

Hoya U340 filter (transmitting 320e390 nm). Natural radioactivity of the samples was 

measured with a high resolution low background gamma spectrometer and converted to 

natural dose rate.  

Sample OSL1 was partially affected by insufficient bleaching, indicating some of 

the particles had not been fully exposed to sunlight before being reburied. This was a 

somewhat fortuitous finding since insufficient bleaching then provides the depositional 

age of the landform. The bleached particles that were buried by mound construction give 

a terminus post quem for mound construction and the insufficiently bleached particles tell 

us when the sediments were first deposited by the Mississippi River. Insufficiently 

bleached particles of OSL 1 produced a date of 2490 ybp ±230 (708 – 248 BC; 68%; 

Tulane EENS); this portion of the sample indicates the Carson landform was first 

forming during the Tchula period, just after the cultural florescence of the Late Archaic 

period and the Poverty Point culture (Kidder 2002, 2006; Kidder et al. 2010). The 

sufficiently bleached particles in OSL 1 produced a date of 820 ybp ±100 (AD 1092-

1292; 68%; Tulane EENS). The later date range from OSL 1 provides a terminus post 

quem date for the construction of the earliest stage of Mound D sometime between A.D. 

1092 and 1292, corresponding to the Late Woodland or Early Mississippi period.   
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Samples RC 4, 5, and 6 were taken from Stage III mound fill and dates were 

extracted from charcoal flecks found in the fill. RC 5 produced a date of 960 rcybp ±25 

(calAD 1021 - 1155; 95.4%; CAIS UGA). RC 6 produced a date of 930 rcybp ±20 (cal 

AD 1036 – 1157; 95.4%; CAIS UGA). RC 4 produced a date of 920 rcybp ±20 (cal AD 

1039 – 1161; 95.4%; CAIS UGA). These dates are shown in Table 5.9 and Figure 5.18. 

The dates are all roughly confined to the Late Woodland period. Given the dates from 

samples in Stage III mound fill must postdate Stage I as well as the dates from the 

paleosol, it is reasonable to assert that fill dirt from Stage III must come from parts of the 

landform with pre-Mississippian occupations. These dates are not necessarily associated 

with cultural occupations at Mound D, but, rather, they originate from earlier contexts 

and were incorporated into fill. Unfortunately, few datable materials from in situ cultural 

contexts associated with Stage III were available for sampling. One charcoal sample was 

recovered from the top of mound Stage III in core 41, RC 11, and it produced a date of 

380 rcybp ±20 (cal AD 1446 – 1624; 95.4%; CAIS UGA). This date coincides well with 

many of the dates from Structure 1.1 (see Chapter 5), which was built on the third mound 

stage.   

Based on RC1 and OSL 1, it is safe to place the start of mound construction, 

Stage I, at around A.D. 1200, roughly at the midpoint between A.D. 1092 and 1292. The 

interface between Stage I and Stage II is too deeply buried in the mound for excavation 

trenches to have reached it and sediment cores that identified this interface did not 

produce any datable material.  Consequently, the period when Stage II was built is fairly 

unknown.  All I can say is that construction started after Stage I and well before AD 1500 

(based on RC11, as well as other dates from Structure 1.1).  Stage III is fairly well 
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defined through trench excavation and coring and the mound stage had to have been built 

between A.D. 1285 and 1395. RC7 was identified as a fragment of a postmold 

underneath Structure 1.1 and once was part of a structure underneath Structure 1.1. RC7 

produced a date of 638 rcybp ±24 (cal AD 1285 - 1395; 95.4%; CAIS UGA), and thus, 

Stage III has a terminus post quem of AD 1285. This might indicate that Stages I, II, and 

III were constructed fairly rapidly, at least within one hundred years of one another 

(based on the dates from OSL 1), and that Stage III was a long-occupied surface, 

especially given the mid-fourteenth century dates from Structure 1.1. Alternatively, it is 

possible to suggest that Stage III was constructed as late as A.D. 1395, and that 

significant time lag occurred between the construction of Stage I and Stage III. Since no 

datable material from Stage II have been recovered, it is difficult to evaluate this 

hypothesis. Furthermore, no datable material was found that could be associated with 

mound Stage IV and future research should work to establish a timeline for this late 

prehistoric mound construction stage.  

 

 

Summary and Conclusions 
 

Overall, trench excavation and sediment coring were useful tools for exploring 

mound construction. Excavation trenches and sediment cores helped to develop a four-

stage model for mound construction, as shown in many of the figures in this chapter. 

Organic samples and sediment samples were retained to assist in dating mound 

construction, and a model was formulated for how Mound D was constructed. It appears 
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the mound was made relatively rapidly after A.D. 1200 on a landscape that was long-

occupied, at least since the Dorr phase of the Middle Woodland period, between A.D. 

300 and 500.  After mound construction started, it likely proceeded in fits and starts over 

a period of some 300 years. Based on the ubiquity of sediment color and texture in Stages 

II and III, as well as the absence rain-sorted lenses in these two stages, construction likely 

proceeded at a rapid pace, punctuated by a standstill between Stages II and III. This 

standstill is perhaps related to flooding by the Mississippi River, evidence of which are 

coarse, sandy alluvial deposits in Trench 2. The timing of this standstill is difficult to 

identify, and OSL dating would be an ideal avenue for further research. Colluvial 

deposits of colored sediments over Stage I provide evidence of a prepared veneer over 

Stage II that washed down over the flanks and flat portions of Stage I. The repeated 

application of the colored sediments could have been a component of political leadership, 

a strategy in which continued labor was necessary for mound upkeep, for communal 

organization and affiliation, and for some degree of ideological prestige (Knight 1986; 

Pursell 2004:142; Schnell et al. 1981:141-142). Chapters 6 and 7 offer further 

considerations of monumentality, the timing of moundbuilding, and the use of structures 

on the summit of Mound D.  

Based on radiocarbon dates, Stage III was perhaps built as early as the late 1200s 

or as late as the early 1400s. If we accept the later date, then Stages I, II, and III were 

built quite rapidly. If we accept the early date, then we can assume mound construction 

proceeded slowly, with stable surfaces and slopewashes developing along intermediate 

mound stages. Given a colluvial slopewash deposit was identified over Stage I in trench 

excavation (Figure 5.4), perhaps the slower model of mound construction should be 
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favored, a model perhaps akin to evolutionary models of punctuated equilibrium, wherein 

long periods of stasis are interrupted by rapid periods of change. Further excavations of 

Mound D, of course, can provide greater clarity to this model, as well as radiocarbon and 

OSL dates from Stage II and Stage IV.   
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Chapter 6  
 

Introduction to the Mound D Summit 

 

 

 My interests in archaeology at Mound D originate from research questions 

directed at understanding the development of the cultural landscape at Carson. In 

prehistory, there were well over 80 mounds at Carson, and only six remain visible on the 

landscape today. What role did the construction of Mound D play in the development of 

the cultural landscape? As the largest monument by volume at the site, Mound D became 

the subject of my inquiries due to the relationships between large monuments, and status, 

hierarchy, and leadership as demonstrated at the Mississippian culture site of Moundville 

(see Knight 2006, 2007).  My trench excavations demonstrated that Mound D was built 

over an extended period of time (between AD 1200 and 1600) in four stages, the middle 

two comprising the majority of earth moving. As Blitz and Livingood (2004) have 

demonstrated, large mounds at large sites often mean something quite different from 

smaller mounds at smaller sites – they suggest that rather than group solidarity, large 

mounds were perhaps representative of elite ideologies and power structures. The 

documentary record demonstrates that Mississippian elites commandeered and controlled 

mound summits (see Chapter 2), often through the control of space on mound summits 

and through access to temple architecture and related sacra and material culture. 
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Consequently, it is possible to investigate the development of the cultural landscape and 

its relationship to hierarchy and power through the excavation and analysis of mound 

summits.  

Excavations on the Mound D summit were initiated in 2012 and completed in 

2014. These excavations were principally guided not only by the fortuitous discovery of a 

structure on the mound summit, but also by an abiding interest in finding material culture 

associated with activities that took place on the mound summit. It was hoped that 

recovered artifacts could be compared to material culture from Mound D flank trenches 

and from other contexts at the site.  

 Excavations on the Mound D summit were guided by the following questions: 

- 1) With the plantation home that was once situated on the summit, are 

intact prehistoric deposits still present on the summit? 

- 2) How has the summit been impacted by development? 

- 3) What were the dimensions of the structure or structures on the 

southwestern corner of the Mound D summit, and how was it or how 

were they built? When was this structure or when were these structures 

built, occupied, rebuilt, and abandoned? 

- 4) What kinds of activities may have taken place in the structure and 

on the summit? What kinds of material culture are associated with 

these behaviors? 

 

The documentary record from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries provides an 

interpretive heuristic for understanding archaeological data, including the purportedly 

hierarchical nature of Mississippian culture (Hudson 1997; Jeter 2002; Kidder 1998, 
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2004; Sabo III 1993). Both documentary and archaeological data indicate that elites 

occupied mound-summit structures and controlled mound summits. Consequently, I 

anticipated finding material evidence of elite activities in the mound summit structure, 

including high-quality ceramic serving wares, Mississippian prestige goods (Knight 

1986), and/or evidence of bone storage, as one would have expected for a temple 

dedicated housing bones of ancestors (Hudson 1997:292, 294; Neitzel 1965). In this 

chapter, I present findings from mound structure excavation, and I contextualize these 

findings within a broader context of Mississippian households.   

 

Excavation Methods 

 

The structure on the southwestern corner of the summit of Mound D (Structure 

1.1-1.4) was excavated in the summers of 2012 and 2014. Horizontal excavations 

followed standard procedures (Roskams 2001) within 2x2 meter units and were oriented 

north-south. Test units were assigned sequential numbers and were mapped in place 

using a NIKON DTM-420 total station. Intact deposits related to the construction and 

burning of the structure were excavated in natural zones. For each unit, I removed the 

overburden as a single zone, the daub as another zone, and portions of the structure floor 

as another. Consequently, most of this structure was excavated in two to three zones and 

in units labeled TU8-22. Sediment samples were opportunistically taken from inside the 

excavation blocks for micromorphological analysis of micro-artifacts (Fladmark 1982; 

Sherwood et al. 1995). The spatial parameters of special finds, postmolds, wall-trenches, 

and pits were recorded with a total station and with notes and drawings on graph paper, 

and these records were then digitized in Adobe Illustrator. Postmolds and pits were 
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bisected, sectioned, drawn, and then fully excavated – the Munsell color, texture, and 

contents of feature fill and other excavated soils was documented. All deposits were 

sifted through 0.635-cm mesh and artifacts were retained by provenience. It was realized 

fairly early on that excavations would produce significant amounts of daub, especially 

over the summit structure. Consequently a sorting protocol was employed, and no daub 

under the size of a tennis ball was kept. This sorting rule was adopted as a means to avoid 

keeping and storing large amounts of daub and future excavations should count and 

weigh all daub before discarding smaller pieces.  

  

Investigations of Deposits on the Mound D Summit  

 

Shovel Testing   

 

I decided to investigate intact deposits on the summit in a number of ways: 

sediment coring, geophysical survey, shovel testing, and unit excavation.  The sediment 

coring protocols, discussed in earlier chapters, were mainly focused on understanding 

stratigraphy.  However, several cores excavated from the Mound D summit (e.g. core 8) 

did show evidence of daub in the core sediment. These quick snapshots into mound 

stratigraphy provided some indication that cultural deposits could indeed be found on the 

mound summit. It was, however, difficult to assess the nature of cultural deposits from 

cores, and consequently, I decided to shovel test some locations on the summit.  

 Shovel tests were excavated on the Mound D summit, and they focused 

extensively on the mound corners and the flat portion of the summit along the southern 

edge (Figure 6.1). The corners of the mound were chosen for shovel testing because 

Structure 1 was identified in the southwestern corner of the summit, and consequently, it 
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was thought the other corners might have supported other structures. All of the shovel 

tests were excavated to a depth of approximately 80 cmbs and the inventory of finds from 

the shovel tests can be found in Table 6.1. Herein, I do not present the findings in detail, 

however, many of the shovel tests did produce small pieces of daub, very few ceramic 

sherds and lithics, occasional pieces of charcoal, and significant amounts of historic 

artifacts including coal, brick fragments, nails, and glass.  The presence of historic 

artifacts should come as no surprise, given the summit once had a historic plantation 

home on it (Figure 6.1). Holmes documented this structure in the BAE survey of mound 

sites in the late 1800s (Thomas 1985:259), and a photograph in the report shows the 

house located squarely in the center of the mound – because of this disturbance, I avoided 

shovel testing in the center of the mound. It is unclear if other structures were also 

constructed on the summit during the twentieth century. It is very likely that numerous 

modern structures were once placed on this summit, especially considering the intrusive 

early-twentieth century pipe and trench we found near Structure 1 (which will be 

discussed later).  

 During shovel testing, I identified a variety of prehistoric and historic artifacts in 

the shovel tests (Table 6.1). No actual features were noted during the shovel tests; in 

general, the soils included dark-colored, disturbed plow zone deposits at and near the 

surface, and similarly colored silty loam or silty clay loam until about 40 to 60 cmbs. 
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Figure 6.1  Shovel test locations shown in red. Grey squares denote excavation units. 

Contour interval is 50 cm.  
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Table 6.1  Artifacts from Shovel Tests on the Mound D summit. 

  Shovel test Count Content 

ST2 1 Burlington chert microdrill 

ST6 5 featureless daub 

ST6 1 flake 

ST9 10 featureless daub 

ST14 1 sherd 

ST14 6 featureless daub 

ST16 1 Barton Incised v. Barton sherd 

ST16 2 Parkin Incised v. Parkin sherds 

ST16 1 Mississippi Plain v. Neeleys ferry 

ST16 2 daub 

ST16 2 glass shards 

ST16 3 Nails 

ST16 3 coal, historic 

ST19 1 Bell Plain v. Bell sherd 

ST19 1 historic stoneware sherd 

ST19 1 flake 

ST19 1 glass shard 

ST19 8 brick fragment 

ST19 1 bone 

ST19 4 nails 

 

Total  55  
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Below these deposits, many of the shovel tests revealed deposits of similar texture but 

lighter colors. Most shovel test pits were terminated at around 80 cmbs. Overall, shovel 

testing was merely a prospecting method to obtain a clearer understanding of mound 

summit deposits. No other features or structures were found through shovel testing, 

however, it was clear that prehistoric materials could be found all over the summit, albeit 

often mixed in fill with historic artifacts. This mixing is likely a result of many factors 

including twentieth-century construction, bioturbation, and plowing, factors which 

influence both surface and sub-surface distributions of artifacts (Johnson 2014; Roper 

1976). Consequently, the most shovel testing can indicate, in this case, is that prehistoric 

activities likely took place across the entire surface of the mound summit. A microdrill 

made on non-local Burlington chert was recovered in ST2, which was located close to 

Structure 1.1. This microdrill is morphologically consistent with other microdrills found 

inside the structure. Daub and ceramics were recovered from shovel tests all over the 

mound summit. The prevalence of daub on the mound summit indicates to some extent 

that architecture may have been present at other places on the mound summit; however, 

plowing on the summit may have carried these artifacts some distance (Roper 1976). 

Ceramics from the summit broadly indicate late Mississippi period occupations on the 

last stage of the mound summit.  

Shovel testing was used to evaluate the nature and “intactness” of deposits on the 

Mound D summit. This method was moderately effective and while it is now clear that 

there are prehistoric artifacts on the mound summit, it was still unclear if other preserved 

structures (other than the already identified Structure 1.1), subsurface pits, or other intact 

deposits still remained on the summit, and it was evident that an additional method for 
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survey was necessary. Scholars have identified a suite of methods and instruments, 

collectively known as remote sensing and geophysical survey, for detecting buried 

cultural features (Conyers 2006; Dalan 2008; Haley 2014; Henry 2011; Henry et al. 2014; 

Horsley et al. 2014; Johnson, ed. 2006; Kassabaum et al. 2014; Kvamme 2006). 

Consequently, I decided to look for additional buried features on the Mound D summit by 

conducting a geophysical survey.    

Geophysical Survey 

 

 Portions of the Mound D summit were surveyed using a GSSI SIR3000 ground 

penetrating radar (GPR) with a 400 MHz bistatic antenna with integrated survey wheel. 

Processing was done with GPR Slice software. It was decided to use this particular 

geophysical technique because of the limitations of magnetic gradiometry, which is 

usually quite successful in identifying burned Mississippian houses and other prehistoric 

features (Haley 2014; Horsley et al. 2014; Kvamme 2006; Nelson 2014). In this case, 

however, there are far too many metal artifacts on the surface and within the plowzone, 

which obscures the signal from the gradiometer. As a test case, Bryan Haley, a doctoral 

student at Tulane, used a Bartington gradiometer on a portion of the summit and received 

only unusable readings from the machine. The GPR, however, is not impacted by metal 

objects and instead attenuates off of dense objects that are different from the surrounding 

soil matrix (Conyers 2006; Goodman 2013). Consequently, if any burned structures or 

pits full of artifacts can still be found on the Mound D summit, the GPR should identify 

these features. GPR survey was conducted over two days, early in the summer of 2014, 

prior to excavations by my Tulane University archaeological field school.   
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GPR Anomaly Unit (TU23) 

 

One large and promising anomaly was identified in the GPR survey and was 

chosen for investigation (Figure 6.2). The anomaly was recognized and defined as such 

by the intensity of the return recognized by the antenna. It was mapped and visualized 

using ArcGIS, and once the coordinates were identified, I decided to place a unit over it. 

A 1 x 1 meter unit was placed over the GPR anomaly at coordinates N4621 E6197. This 

unit was designated GPR Anomaly (aka TU23) and it was excavated in four arbitrary 

levels that were guided by natural stratigraphic zones. In this method of excavation, 

arbitrary levels are used to guide sub-surface investigation; the arbitrary level is 

maintained unless a soil color and texture change materializes, indicating a change in the 

depositional and stratigraphic unit. If such a change is encountered, then another arbitrary 

level is employed until a specified depth or sedimentary changes is observed. In practice 

and where there are numerous depositional units, digging in arbitrary levels guided by 

natural stratigraphy tends to maintain artifacts by cultural or natural deposit. Where there 

are not numerous depositional units and sediments appear to be quite similar over a 

significant depth, the arbitrary level serves to maintain some record of vertical 

positioning of artifacts.  
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Figure 6.2  Ground Penetrating Radar (GPR) map over mound summit. Red signifies 

higher intensity returns on the GPR, and consequently, harder materials under the 

surface.  
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The first level was excavated through the plow zone, it was 20 cm in thickness, 

and it was stopped when differently colored soils were encountered beneath the plow-

zone. Nine small Mississippi Plain var., Neeley’s Ferry sherds and one small Barton 

Incised var., Barton sherd was found in the soil matrix. Numerous small pieces of daub 

(N=305) were also found in the plow zone (Table 6.2). In addition to the prehistoric 

artifacts, a variety of historic artifacts including nails, concrete fragments, bullet casings, 

and glass shards were also found.  

Three additional levels were excavated and no further historic artifacts were 

recovered. Differently colored sediments were evident in the excavation (Figure 6.3) – at 

20cmbs, a small, circular-shaped pit became evident in the northwestern corner of the 

unit. This pit continues to 93 cmbs, tapering down to a rounded bottom. In prehistory, it 

is likely this pit was dug on the fourth and final mound stage, likely for construction 

refuse associated with the rebuilding of a structure, given the quantity of recovered daub. 

Alternatively, the pit may have been excavated to generate earth for construction 

purposes and then refilled with construction debris. The pit contained small pieces of 

daub, charcoal, and one small Mississippi Plain var., Neeley’s Ferry sherd (Table 6.2). 

Other than these artifacts, no chronological or temporal markers were identified. Some 

charcoal, likely associated with the filling of the pit, was found, but given this material 

dates to a temporally ambiguous fill event, I did not choose to radiocarbon date any of the 

charcoal found in the pit. Furthermore, given the modern coal found in upper strata, it 

would not have been prudent to use AMS methods to date the contents of the pit.  
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Figure 6.3 Bottom of TU23, GPR Anomaly unit. Pit in top left corner.  
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Table 6.2  Artifacts from TU 23, GPR Anomaly unit. Sorted by level. 

Unit Level Contents 

anomaly 1 1 miscellaneous stone and concrete 

anomaly 1 1 nails and metal 

anomaly 1 1 coal 

anomaly 1 1 9 Mississippi Plain sherds, 1 Barton Incised 

anomaly 1 1 bullet casing, shell, seed, etc. 

anomaly 1 1 glass shards 

anomaly 1 1 17 interior/exterior daub 

anomaly 1 1 20 daub w/ cane/mat impressions 

anomaly 1 1 305 small featureless daub 

anomaly 1 2 coal fragments 

anomaly 1 3 20 small charred daub fragments, featureless 

anomaly 1 3 1 Mississippi Plain sherd 

anomaly 1 4 129 small featureless daub 
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Figure 6.4  Profile drawing of pit in TU 23, GPR anomaly unit.  
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In terms of stratigraphy, the upper two horizons of the GPR anomaly unit match the 

upper horizons of an adjacent excavation, TU21 (discussed later in the chapter), which 

was excavated approximately 5-7 meters east of Structure 1.1 on the Mound D summit 

and 15 meters west of TU21 (see Figure 6.2). Structure 1.1 is at a lower elevation than 

the surface of TU21, and at the same elevation as horizons 3 and 4 in TU21. These two 

horizons are the top of Stage III, and are similar to soils identified under Structure 1. 

Mound Stage III soils were not found in the GPR anomaly unit but Stage IV soils were 

identified. I consider it likely that Stage III soils would have been found in the GPR 

anomaly unit if it had been continued deeper.    

 The GPR anomaly unit produced a variety of artifacts and a pit feature. It was 

decided to excavate in an area where the GPR instrument recorded a strong return signal 

(Figure 6.2), which is a signifier of changes in density below the surface. Given the 

porosity of soil and the interstitial spaces between sediment grains, burned Mississippian 

houses composed of fired daub would have a much greater density than the surrounding 

matrix. Consequently, the GPR should detect a change in the radar signal as it attenuates 

off of objects of either greater or lesser density, including burned buildings or possible 

voids in the sediment that might result from inhumations. Figure 6.2 shows the GPR 

survey on the mound summit; several promising anomalies were identified, and are 

shown in red.  The GPR anomaly unit was placed over a promising anomaly that was 

linear in shape and that could potentially have represented an architectural feature, 

including a structure or partition on the mound summit. Based on our excavations, it 

appears that the linear anomaly was in fact a pit feature. This pit, full of daub, was a 

component of Stage IV of Mound D, and it signifies an intact deposit full of architectural 
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refuse. I take this pit deposit to mean that Stage IV likely still has intact cultural features 

despite modern disturbances and that in the future, additional investigation of GPR 

anomalies on the mound summit would result in the positive identification of pits and 

perhaps additional structures.   

 The GPR survey provided a rapid and useful assessment of the Mound D summit, 

and it permitted us to identify a pit feature on the mound summit associated with the last 

stage of mound construction. This pit mostly contained daub and some plain, shell-

tempered pottery, which is not really of great temporal use. The daub was mostly small 

and featureless. If the daub bears any similarity to the small featureless daub from 

Structure 1, it must have once been a part of a structure, which was then broken up into 

small pieces during the course of rebuilding a newer structure or from plowing. The 

refuse from this rebuilding likely ended up in various storage pits, like the one I 

uncovered in the GPR anomaly. Stratigraphically, the GPR anomaly unit is confined to 

Stage IV, a mound stage only identified through additional excavations on the mound 

summit. In summary, the GPR survey was an excellent method for finding preserved 

deposits on the summit. The finds from this deposit will be considered in context with 

finds from TU21 and from Structure 1 at the end of this chapter. For now, let us move on 

to TU21. 

Trench excavation and sediment coring helped to develop a multi-stage model of 

mound construction. Stages I, II, and III were all detected during coring and trench 

excavation. Given the mound summit has a slight downward slope to the southwest, and 

that the elevation of Structure 1 is lower than the rest of the mound, I thought it could be 

possible that the structure itself was preserved because it once had additional sediment 
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over it that had been removed sometime during the historic or modern period. Given 

there was some uncertainty about how Structure 1.1 related to the rest of the mound 

summit, I decided to excavate a test unit on the summit to evaluate the stratigraphy 

between the GPR anomaly unit and Structure 1.1 and to determine if the structure was 

situated on a summit at a lower elevation than the rest of the mound.  

 

Mound Summit Construction Sequence  

 

Test Unit 21 

 

 TU21 was excavated in a single level to a depth of approximately 100 cm below 

surface, the surface being the summit of mound Stage IV. The purpose of this unit was to 

understand the stratigraphic positioning of Structure 1 relative to the construction of the 

mound and its summit (Figure 6.6).  In the field, it was noted that the elevation of the 

units over Structure 1 was slightly lower than portions of the mound summit farther to the 

north and to the east (Figure 6.1 and Figure 6.5). Consultation with the LiDAR-generated 

topographic map indeed shows a slight downward grade to the southwest. Based on total 

station mapping, the fired clay floor of Structure 1 is approximately 70 cm lower than the 

surface elevation at TU21 and about one meter lower than the summit elevation at the 

GPR anomaly. Consequently, Structure 1 is indeed located at a lower elevation than other 

portions of the mound summit.  
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Figure 6.5  Location of excavation units on the summit of Mound D.  
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Figure 6.6  Summit excavation units labeled with unit numbers.   
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The implications are either that: 1) Structure 1 was built on an earlier mound stage, and 

then another stage was built equally over the whole mound, or 2) modern disturbances 

have removed the overburden and prehistoric deposits of stage IV from over the 

structure, or 3) the structure was built on an earlier stage and only a portion of the summit 

was added to in stage IV, meaning Mound D had a multi-level summit, such as found at 

Cahokia’s Monks Mound. 

TU21 was excavated in a single level because the goal was not to maintain 

artifacts by their provenience, but rather, to get a good look at the stratigraphy of the 

mound summit. TU21 was excavated for the purposes of understanding stratigraphy, and 

consequently, only one out of 20 buckets (each 19 liters or five gallons) was sifted. From 

the surface to about 40cmbs, a darkened organic horizon of black silt loam was identified 

(Figure 6.7). The fill contained various historic artifacts as well as many small pieces of 

daub. This horizon and the one below it, to about 70cmbs, constitute fill dirt associated 

with Mound Stage IV. Below these soils is another darkened organic horizon that appears 

visually and texturally similar to soils underneath Structure 1. This darkened horizon, 

beginning at around 70cmbs, has a significant amount of root runs and bioturbation, both 

signs of a surface horizon (Brady 1990; Burt 2009; Wynn 1959). Based on the soil 

darkening, bioturbation, charcoal present, and root runs, it was decided that this horizon 

was once surface soil and that it likely represents the top of Mound Stage III.   
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Figure 6.7  Test Unit 21 Southwest profile.  
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Mound Stage III, as seen in TU21, can be found at the same elevation as Structure 1, at 

around 12 meters in relative elevation. Consequently, it appears that Structure 1 was built 

on the summit of Mound Stage III.  Relative stratigraphic positioning of TU21 and the 

unit over the GPR anomaly relative to Structure 1 indicates that Structure 1 was built on 

Mound Stage III and that the mound was built in four stages (Figure 6.8). More detailed 

data on earlier mound stages I – III was presented in Chapter 4 as well as discussions on 

mound chronology.  

During excavation, seven pieces of daub were recovered from the test unit and 

only two sherds – one Mississippi Plain var., Neeley’s Ferry sherd and one unspecified 

Baytown Plain sherd, pottery that is separated in time by several hundred years (Brown 

1998). Baytown Plain pottery is the grog-and-clay-tempered pottery that is very common 

at sites across the LMV (Phillips et al. 2003:76-82). Seriations of pottery collected from 

LMV sites demonstrate the relative temporal position of Baytown Plain pottery before 

shell-tempered Mississippi Plain pottery (Phillips et al. 2003:Fig 19). Mississippi Plain 

pottery, on the other hand, becomes increasingly common at the end of the Woodland 

period and dominant during the Mississippi period, particularly in regions south of the 

American Bottom and north of Vicksburg, Mississippi (Brown 2007; Feathers and 

Peacock 2008; Kidder 2007; Phillips et al. 2003). Mississippi Plain pottery is 

distinguished from other types based on the inclusion of large flakes of shell used for 

temper. This lack of artifacts in fill relates well with findings from trench excavation 

which also produced relatively few artifacts, suggesting much of the fill dirt for the 

mound came from areas with little evidence of previous occupation.   
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Figure 6.8  Schematic representation of Mound D and mound stages. 
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Mound Summit Architecture - Structures 1.1 – 1.4 

 

 It is instructive to begin this discussion of the mound summit structure with a 

review of the research questions guiding my excavations. They are as follows:  

 

- 1) Given we identified the remains of a structure, what were its 

dimensions and how was it built? When was it occupied and 

abandoned? 

- 2) How was the summit structure constructed? 

- 3) What kinds of activities may have taken place in the structure and 

on the summit? What kinds of material culture are associated with 

these behaviors? 

 

The research is guided by these questions and is informed by the perspective that mound 

summit structures were generally the domain of Mississippian elites. Mound summits 

were likely powerful places where powerful individuals held court (Hudson 1997; Knight 

2004). The summit of a truncated pyramidal mound was a socially and visually delimited 

space and mound top activities were likely difficult to observe or interact with from the 

bottom, thereby maintaining a social distance between commoners and elites. The mound 

summit, its households, and its temples would not have been the places for commoner 

interaction, but rather a place of domestic and ritual activities kept separate from the 

general population; consequently, investigating these contexts permits the evaluation of 

how social capital is enacted, recreated, and reflected through material culture. Horizontal 

and spatial excavations over such a structure would permit the evaluation of these afore 

mentioned models. Furthermore, given the short life cycles of wattle-and-daub buildings, 
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about 10 years (Lacquement 2004; Pauketat 1989; Warrick 1988), it was likely that the 

Mound D summit once supported a variety of structures – fortunately, the GPR anomaly 

(TU23) does seem to give an indication that other wattle-and-daub buildings were once 

present, despite the numerous intrusions from historic and modern construction. 

Furthermore, the recent demolition of a modern structure on top of Mound C, which is 

adjacent to Mound D (see Figure 3.5), allowed archaeologists from the University of 

Mississippi and John Connaway (MDAH) to identify a variety of prehistoric architectural 

remnants on the Mound C summit. Heavy machinery was used to remove the modern 

home; archaeologists followed with flat shovels, shovel skimming the surface to create 

flat, level, and “clean” exposures allowing the identification of soil stains representing 

storage pits, postholes, and wall-trenches associated with prehistoric architecture.  

 Figure 6.1 shows the location of the test units that were placed over Structure 1 

relative to the Mound D summit. Excavations first began in this particular area because of 

vegetation clearing operations in 2012. Heavy equipment was brought in by the 

Archaeological Conservancy to remove trees, poison ivy, and underbrush. In the process 

of clearing, as trees were pushed up, deposits subsurface became exposed. In one of these 

cleared areas, a concentration of daub was noted on the surface. Subsequent investigation 

corroborated this find, and it was decided to excavate a 2 x 2 meter unit, named TU8, 

over the concentration of surface artifacts.    
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Figure 6.9  Excavation units on the Mound D summit. 
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Test Units 8-20, 22 

 

 Data on Structure 1 comes from test units (TU) 8-20, and 22 – these units were 

placed over and adjacent to a depositional context known to contain at least one burned 

Mississippian structure. All of the test units were excavated in levels following the 

natural stratigraphy and principally comprise two levels to get down to the burned 

earthen floor of the structure. Where no floor was encountered, levels were continued 

further. Structure 1 was completely excavated within the confines of time, vegetation, 

and disturbance. What follows is a discussion of artifacts from excavation units, then a 

discussion of postmolds, wall trenches, and pits from the units. The data are then 

summarized into a cohesive statement demonstrating that the material remains of 

Structure 1 are indeed truncated by at least one other intrusive structure. I will also 

present and contextualize the meager finds from the structure, which in and of itself, 

speaks volumes about the nature of the burning and abandonment of the building.  

 The test units over Structure 1 produced daub, kilograms upon kilograms totaling 

107.5 kg. Other artifacts included stone chisels, flakes, and drills, historic nails, glass, and 

ceramics, and native pottery. From all the test units, 112 sherds were recovered, the 

majority of which were coarse shell-tempered (Mississippi Plain - 68%) and fine shell-

tempered (Bell Plain – 22%) (Table 6.3). Of these sherds, only 11 had any identifiable 

decoration (Table 6.4); 5 Barton Incised sherds, 2 Nodena Red and White, 1 Avenue 

Polychrome, 1 Indian Bay Stamped, 1 Old Town Red, and 1 unspecified decoration. 
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Table 6.3  Paste Types from Summit Test Units 8-20, 22. 

Test Unit 

     level 
Baytown 

Plain 

Bell 

Plain 

Mississippi 

Plain 

Whiteware Grand Total 

8   1 23   24 

1   7  7 

2   15  15 

3  1 1  2 

9   2     2 

1  2   2 

10     4   4 

1   3  3 

2   1  1 

11 2 1 4   7 

2 2 1 4  7 

12   8 7   15 

1  4 7  11 

2  4   4 

13 1 2 14 1 18 

1 1 2 10 1 14 

2   4  4 

14 1 1     2 

1 1 1   2 

15   5 19 5 29 

1  5 19 5 29 

16   2 2   4 

1   2  2 

2  2   2 

17   1     1 

2  1   1 

19     1   1 

2   1  1 

20   2 2   4 

1  2 2  4 

22 1       1 

1 1    1 

      

Grand 

Total 

5 25 76 6 112 
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Table 6.4  Decorated Pottery from Summit Test Units 8-20, 22. 

   Test Units     

Decorated Types  8 11 13 14 16 17 22 Grand 

Total  

Avenue Poly v., Avenue      1  1 

Barton Incised v., Barton 3  2     5 

Barton Incised v., Unsp.  1      1 

Indian Bay Stamp v., Unsp.       1 1 

Nodena Red and White v., 

Nodena 

 1  1    2 

Old Town Red v., Unsp.      1   1 

 

Grand Total  3 2 2 1 1 1 1 11 
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Chronologically, the ceramic finds from the structure primarily date to the Late 

Mississippi period Parchman phase (A.D. 1550 to 1650; (Brain 1988; Brown 1998). 

Avenue Polychrome var., Avenue and Nodena Red and White var., Nodena are typically 

assigned to the Late Mississippi period in the Arkansas lowlands, in the Yazoo Basin, and 

in the Natchez Bluffs (Brain 1988; Phillips 1970; Williams and Brain 1983). Barton 

Incised var. Barton is basically a super-type that is common across several phases, 

Parkin, Nodena, and Walls, for the late Mississippi Period (A.D. 1350 to 1550; (Brain 

1989; McNutt 1996; Phillips 1970; Williams and Brain 1983). The Indian Bay Stamped 

sherd is very likely an inadvertent artifact or a curated specimen that made its way into 

the fill, given its association with the much-earlier Marksville period (Brown 1998). 

Finally, Old Town Red var., Old Town is another prolific ceramic type generally found 

through the extent of the Mississippi period in the northern Yazoo Basin (Brain 1989; 

Phillips 1970; Williams and Brain 1983). The Barton, Avenue, and Nodena sherds 

recovered in the test units all point to a Late Mississippi period occupation of the 

structure, a time frame confirmed by radiocarbon dating (Table 6.8) and other recovered 

materials from the structure.    

 Vessel morphology was largely indeterminate except for a few minor cases. The 

largest category of forms were bowls, two carinated, two complex, and one simple bowl.  

Three jar forms were recovered (Table 6.5). Both Nodena Red and White vessels were on 

Bell Paste and they were carinated bowls. Otherwise, a Barton Incised jar sherd with an 

effigy appliqué was also found (Figure 6.10).  
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Table 6.5  Vessel Shapes from Summit Excavation Test Units. 

Vessel Form Carinated 

bowl 

Complex 

bowl 

Jar Simple 

bowl 

Grand 

Total 

Bell Plain 2   1 3 

  Test Unit 11 1    1 

  Test Unit 14 1    1 

  Test Unit 20    1 1 

Mississippi 

Plain 

 2 3  5 

  Test Unit 8  2 1  3 

  Test Unit 11   2  2 

 

Grand Total 2 2 3 1 8 
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Figure 6.10  Barton Incised var., Barton rim sherd with effigy adorno. TU8L2 (2p765). 
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Non-ceramic artifacts included assorted historic artifacts, daub, stone tools, and animal 

bones. Historic artifacts were broadly identified, especially for their vertical and spatial 

proveniences, but no major effort at analysis was made. Daub counts are presented in 

Appendix B and they were sorted based on architectural details. Herein, lithics are 

discussed and then the daub.   

 A variety of lithic artifacts was recovered from Structure 1 (Table 6.6). These 

artifacts were primarily made of two types of stone, local materials known as citronelle 

gravels (50%), and non-local materials known as Burlington chert (50%). It has long 

been documented that Burlington chert is a marker of Early Mississippian interactions 

between the Yazoo Basin and northern Arkansas (at the Zebree site), Southern Missouri, 

and Cahokia (Johnson 1987; Morse and Morse 1990; Phillips 1970). Other artifacts found 

in Structure 1 associated with the Cahokia microlithic industry are a reworked blade core, 

six drill bits (Figure 6.11), and thirteen flakes. These microlithic tools and the blade core 

they could have come from, or from one similar to it, are documented as bearing a 

striking similarity to shell-working industries from Cahokia and Zebree (Johnson 1993) 

and their presence might indicate shell-working also took place in Structure 1. The 

presence of four locally made Mississippian chisels (Figure 6.12 and Figure 6.26) that 

were roughly intact, and one thermally shattered chisel, indicates another kind of craft 

production, woodworking, was also likely taking place in the summit structure.    
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Table 6.6  Tabulation of Lithic Artifacts by Material Type in all Structure 1 Units. 

Lithic    

Material Burlington 

Chert 

Citronelle 

Gravel 

Grand 

Total 

chisel  4 4 

blade  1 1 

cobble  2 2 

core  3 3 

microdrill 6  6 

flake 13 8 22 

hammerstone  1 1 

reworked blade 

core 

1  1 

shatter 1 2 3 

 

Grand Total 21 21 42 
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Figure 6.11  Clockwise from top left. Burlington chert microdrill/graver, Burlington chert 

blade fragments, Burlington chert microdrill. 
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Figure 6.12  Ventral surface of a Mississippian chisel.  
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 Daub finds were extensive in Structure 1 (107.5 kg) and they provide the ability 

to understand structure construction to some extent, as well as post-depositional 

disturbances (Table 6.7). Daub is a clay and fiber mixture that is plastered over support 

beams and cane matting and is used to fill in gaps in the walls of Mississippian structures. 

When said structures burn, daub hardens and fires much as ceramic pottery hardens. The 

walls then collapse in on themselves and the fire burns through the structure (Lacquement 

2004). The hardness and durability of these deposits adds to their longevity in the 

archaeological record and they are often easy to spot on the surface, as noted by Holmes 

in the 1890’s. In particular, the distribution of intact and large pieces of daub indicates 

areas of the structure that were not impinged upon by later, intrusive construction events. 

Simply based on the quantity of daub (107.5 kg), it is evident the daub was a significant 

architectural component.  

 Burned daub was removed from the first two excavation levels of TU 8-20 and 

22.  The majority of the daub came from units 8-14 (Table 6.7, Figure 6.13). The density 

map in Figure 6.13 shows where daub was removed from excavation units, the red and 

white colors indicate more daub, and green and light blue indicate less. The primary 

sorting categories for daub were: featureless (n=2508), smoothed flattened (n=1821), 

cane/mat impressions (n=1276), floor (n=63), and rounded smoothed (n=8). These 

categories relate to diverse architectural elements and construction methods.  

 Featureless daub does not have any marking or indications of architectural 

function, and no cane or post impressions. Featureless daub pieces ranged in size but 

generally remained smaller than a softball (~7.5 cm in width).  
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Table 6.7  Counts and Weights of Daub from Structure 1.1 – 1.4. 

 

 

    

Test Unit Count of 

Daub 

Weight of 

Daub (g) 

8 1250 71468.2 

9 123 4210 

10 836 5314 

11 742 16590 

12 531 4261.7 

13 265 571.6 

14 245 3825.9 

15 219 993.6 

16 479 270.2 

17 608  

18 25  

19 1  

20 48  

22 5  

   

Grand 

Total 

5908 107505.2 
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Figure 6.13  Density map of recovered daub from summit units, Structure 1.1-1.4.  
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Featureless pieces give little indication as to the section of the structure from which they 

derive, but they were the most prevalent kind of daub recovered (n=2508), which might 

indicate that featureless pieces are portions of daub that were located between the 

architectural posts and cane matting of the walls and the smoothed exterior walls. These 

daubed walls were likely thicker at the bases than higher up, and consequently, these 

featureless pieces may have originated from close the base of the structure. Since more 

daub would be used at the base, it is logical that more featureless daub pieces were 

recovered than any other type. Also, featureless pieces might originate from units where 

intrusions may have occurred, because the act of digging through an intact burned 

structure would likely break up large pieces associated with architectural pieces. In units 

12-15, units which are associated with a prehistoric intrusive event, the construction of 

another structure, the majority of the daub that was recovered was featureless. The daub 

from the second or third intrusive structure was also likely located at a higher elevation 

than Structure 1 and consequently was more likely to have been removed by historic 

events, and that is why I do not have daub associated with those later structures.   

 The next most prevalent daub type was smoothed flattened pieces (n=1821), and 

these are daub pieces from either the exterior or interior portions of the house walls that 

are facing outwards and have been smoothed by hand (Figure 6.14). These pieces were 

generally larger than the featureless pieces, sometimes reaching as much as 10 to 15 cm 

in length or width. Unlike featureless pieces, smoothed flattened pieces are generally not 

found in the test units associated with the prehistoric disturbance, and if they are, they are 

not nearly as common as featureless pieces. By far, most of the smoothed pieces came 
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from units 8-11, which are all primarily outside of the prehistoric intrusion, and to the left 

of the intrusive wall trench 1.2 (Figure 6.13).   

  Daub with cane and mat impressions (n=1276) are the third-most common daub 

type recovered in the units (Figure 6.15). These pieces are associated most directly with 

the mixture of clay, mud, and grass(Connaway 1984) that was applied directly to the 

posts and split cane matting used to build the structure. The markings on the daub are 

impressions from the split cane, which most often ran in parallel lines. The split cane 

wattle was a woven between posts which formed the main architectural components of 

the structure. While it is possible to conduct more detailed analyses of the cane mat 

impressions, like the direction of the warp and weft (Connaway 1984), these studies were 

not conducted herein. Units 8, 10, 11, 12, and 17 all had fairly significant quantities of 

daub with cane and mat impressions, and all these units except 12, are from outside the 

prehistoric intrusive event. Unit 12 itself is also not an anomaly either even though it is 

inside the intrusive rebuilding event. The far northern portion of unit 12 contained a large 

amount of intact collapsed daub wall fall from Structure 1.1 and the intrusive trench from 

Structure 1.2 is just south of this intact deposit.  Otherwise, the remainder of the units did 

not have much daub with cane or mat impressions.  

The final two categories of daub are floor pieces (n=63) and rounded smoothed 

(n=8). Floor pieces are not technically daub associated with the construction of the 

structure walls but rather fired and hardened pieces of the tamped down and compacted 

house floor. Based on their lighter yellow color and more friable nature, these pieces 

likely burned at a lower temperature than the daub on the structure walls, which is usually 

much redder and harder. No real trends were evident in where house floor pieces were 
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recovered, and it is likely that pieces of the Structure 1.1 floor came up due to 

taphonomic intrusions from animal burrowing and trees, which once covered the whole 

summit.  Rounded and smoothed daub pieces are related to daub that was smoothed 

around entryways, windows, and other openings in the structure.  Some pieces were left 

in place (see Figure 6.16 and Figure 6.17) and others were recovered from nearby units. 

Rounded and smoothed pieces were generally fairly large, over 15cm in width or length, 

and in good shape. Just the eight pieces brought back to the lab weighed 2 kg themselves.   

In summary, a significant amount of daub was recovered from the summit 

excavation units. Most of this daub appeared to be fired, probably when Structure 1.1 

burned. Some of the daub pieces were friable and disintegrated easily, suggesting that 

some daub was present that had not fired quite as completely as other pieces. Some daub 

pieces were found in excavation that appeared vitrified (the process by which silicates are 

heated and cooled resulting in glass-like structures), suggesting that some parts of the 

structure burned quite intensively. It is likely that roof members and upper portions of 

daubed walls that fell into the structure as it was burning were exposed to extremely high 

temperatures for long periods of time, whereas the peripheries of the burning structure 

likely experienced less temperature. Based on the proveniences of daub finds, it is 

evident than at least one, if not two, prehistoric and intrusive building events (Structures 

1.2 and 1.3) cut into the remains of Structure 1.1. (see Figure 6.13).  Because of these 

intrusions, few large and intact portions of the collapsed and burned walls from 1.1 are 

left behind, as well as the portions of the structure floor underneath it.  The large amount 

of featureless daub indicates that walls were thicker at their bases and also that intrusions 

destroy intact daub remains.  
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Figure 6.14  Smoothed interior or exterior daub pieces.  
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Figure 6.15  Daub with cane and mat impressions.  
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Figure 6.16  Planview drawing of summit structure and test units. Rounded architectural 

daub indicates large pieces that collapsed and were preserved in-situ. These pieces were 

curved and likely were smoothed around a doorway or opening.  

  



253 

 

 

 

Figure 6.17  Planview drawing of summit structure over aerial photograph.  
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Not all of the pieces of daub could be classified into these categories, and several 

anomalous pieces were recovered, including pieces with leaf impressions, dirt dauber 

nests, and pieces that had burned so hot that they had vitrified. Clearly the heat from this 

burning structure would have been intense, and as will be discussed below, the heat was 

enough to cause the thermal shatter of a Mississippian chisel found in a cache underneath 

the structure floor (discussed later in the chapter, Figure 6.12, Figure 6.26).   

 

Structure Floor, Postmolds and Wall Trenches 

 

 

Upon removing the overburden and overlying daub from over Structure 1, I 

encountered an intact, compact, and fired earthen floor. This surface was completely 

different texturally from the surrounding silt loam soil matrix and the burned daub over 

it. During excavation of the structure, hand-tools were used to remove daub is large 

pieces, and in some places it was possible to see where two walls had collapsed on 

themselves, because there were two flat faces lying against one another. This could only 

happen if two walls fell in, and both of their smoothed and polished face landed on top of 

one another. It was evident during the excavation when intact wall fall was being 

excavated, as there was very little sediment in the matrix. After excavating wall fall and 

when reaching the interface between the wall fall and the structure floor, it was clear a 

stratigraphic disjuncture was reached. The daub, as deposited, was blocky and laminar in 

appearance, with very little cohesiveness holding it together – in essence, it was tightly 

packed rubble. However, once a contact had been established with the structure floor, it 

was clear there was a uniform horizon that spread horizontally at a level elevation. The  
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structure floor horizon was easy to identify in excavation because all I had to do was slide 

the point of my trowel along the interface of the daub and floor and follow the level 

elevation underneath the daub – by doing this, I could then “pop” the overlying daub off 

of structure floor. The disconformity between these two layers simplified the process of 

following out structure floor and identifying precisely where it ended – the figure here 

shows TU 8 fully excavated (Figure 6.19) and a profile of the southeastern corner, 

showing the blocky and laminar daub fall overlying the compacted and fired earthen floor 

(Figure 6.18  Southeast Corner ).   

 

As excavations proceeded, the goal was to identify the spatial extent of the 

structure floor and then to identify postmolds, wall trenches, and any other archaeological 

features associated with Structure 1, as well as any other structures that may have been 

present within the confines of the test units. Floor components related to Structures 1.1 to 

1.4 are shown in Figure 6.17 – the areas demarcated as fired earthen floor would have 

been the occupational level where activities would have taken place. At this contact, 

incredibly only a few artifacts were identified, suggesting the structure was cleaned of 

artifacts before it was intentionally burned (more on this later in the chapter).   
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Figure 6.18  Southeast Corner Test Unit 8, view to the southeast.  
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Figure 6.19  Floor of Structure 1.1, burned and compact Test Unit 8, view to the north.   
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 42 postmolds were identified throughout test units 8-20, 22 and they are shown in 

Figure 6.16, Figure 6.17, and Figure 6.20. These posts were identified within wall-

trenches. As has been well-documented at a variety of Mississippian sites, I observe here 

as well a sequence in which wall trenches were first dug out, and then the posts were 

emplaced inside of the wall trenches, which were then backfilled (Lacquement 2007a). 

Wall trenches and posts were visually and texturally identified based on how they 

differed in soil texture, color, and fill content - Figure 6.21 shows translucent polygons 

over a photograph of wall trenches identified in the field. Most of the wall trenches for 

Structure 1 do not appear distinct enough in photographs. Postmolds, however, do show 

up well in photographs, and they were readily identified due to their generally darkened 

color and sometimes charcoal or burned wood-laden fill (Figure 6.22  Postmold 41). 

PM’s 1-4, 10, 13, 14, 22, 23, 24, and 40 were planned, bisected, profiled, and excavated. 

Other than radiocarbon samples, none of the postholes produced artifacts except for PM 1 

which contained one Bell Plain var., Neeley’s Ferry sherd.   
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Figure 6.20  Locations of postholes relative to test units.  
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Figure 6.21  Photograph of Test Unit 20, light gray rectangles indicate locations of wall 

trenches.  
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Figure 6.22  Postmold 41, Red circle indicates post and larger excavation is Pit 1. 
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A schematic cross section of the structure (Figure 6.23) shows posts associated with 

Structure 1 are found at the same elevation as the burned floor and they were excavated 

to approximately the same depths. One additional post, PM 23, was found in the bottom 

of a test unit excavated into wall trench 1.2. This post predates Structure 1.1.  Given its 

stratigraphic positioning, it was located underneath the burned structure floor, PM23 was 

likely associated with a structure that was built on the Stage III mound summit but well 

before Structure 1.1 was constructed. Wood charcoal from the post was radiocarbon 

dated and yielded a date of 638 years BP ± 24 (cal A.D. 1285 – 1417, p =.05; wood 

charcoal; δ13C ‰ = -23.9). Two postmolds associated with Structure 1.1, excavated and 

mapped at the same elevation as the burned floor of Structure 1.1 yielded dates of 341 

years BP ± 24 (PM24; cal. A.D. 1471 – 1637, p=.05; wood charcoal; δ13C ‰ = -24.6) 

and 404 years BP ± 24 (PM in TU9L2; cal A.D. 1438 – 1618, p=.05; wood charcoal; 

δ13C ‰ = -26.4). Consequently, because of the radiocarbon dating and stratigraphic 

positioning of PM 23, it is evident that another structure was once present below 

Structure 1.1.  The age range of charcoal from PM23 (sample RC7, AD 1285 – 1417) is 

not necessarily consistent with charcoal dated from mound Stage III (sample RC11), 

which ranges from AD 1446 -1624 (Table 6.8). I think it is quite likely, however, that the 

charcoal sampled from  RC11 comes from an occupation dating to late in the use of Stage 

III, whereas PM23 is associated with a structure dating to some point in time early in the 

use of mound Stage III.  I think, therefore, it is reasonable to suggest that the summit of 

Stage III was long-lived, perhaps extending from somewhere in the 13th century all the 

way to the 16th or even very early 17th-centuries. Alternatively, the summit could have 

been occupied from early in the 15th-century until either late in the 15th-century or very 
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early in the 17th-century. Only additional radiocarbon and OSL dating can bring greater 

resolution to this issue, or perhaps artifacts and features known to be associated with the 

later Mississippi period, including flaring rim Yazoo Bowls and Avenue Polychrome 

pottery (Childress and Wharey 1996; Lansdell 2009:66; Phillips 1970). 

 

Pit 1 Tu22 

 

 

None of the test units are discussed in great detail here, rather the excavations are 

discussed as a whole as relevant to Structure 1.1 excavations and other prehistoric 

intrusions. However, TU22 also produced a pit feature, shown in figures Figure 6.24, 

Figure 6.25, and Figure 6.27. This pit feature was discovered after excavating through 

levels 1 and 2 and consequently, did not appear in the unit until approximately 15 cm 

below portions of the burned structure floor. In the northeastern quadrant of TU22, some 

parts of the earthen floor were disturbed, and were intruded upon by wall trench 1.4. 

After excavating through the first two levels of TU22, it was apparent that a small, 30 cm 

diameter darkened deposit, 10 YR 2/2 very dark brown silt loam, was present below the 

elevation of the structure floor. The boundaries of the pit were evident based on small 

pieces of broken daub in the soil matrix around the pit. It was clear based on excavations 

that intrusions into Structure 1.1 resulted in many pieces of small, broken, and featureless 

daub, which was observed in TU22 levels 1 and 2. The pit was roughly circular with a 

rounded bottom and it contained only one class of artifacts, chisels.  
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Figure 6.23  Relative locations of postholes, PM 23 predates later posts, 13, 14, and 24. 
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Table 6.8  Radiocarbon Dates from Carson. 

RC  Context Notes years 

BP 

"+/-" calAD calAD % 

14 Paleosol  Paleosol Mound D 1635 34 340 538 95.4 

5 Tu3L3 Mound D fill F1 960 25 1021 1155 95.4 

6 Tu5L3 Mound D fill F1 930 20 1036 1157 95.4 

4 Tu2L3 Mound D fill 920 20 1039 1161 95.4 

13 HS31 Central Post - 

Structure 31 

820 22 1170 1263 95.4 

12 Pottery 

deposit # 2 

Pottery Deposit - 

Structure 31  

720 20 1263 1292 95.4 

7 Tu12 PM23 - under 

Structure 1.1 

638 24 1285 1395 95.4 

3 Tu9L2 Structure 1.1 - daub 600 50 1288 1417 95.4 

10 Hs31-DR7 PM4823 - Structure 31 490 20 1412 1444 95.4 

2 Tu8L1 Structure 1.1 - daub 420 20 1435 1487 95.4 

9 Tu9L2 PM - Structure 1.1 404 24 1438 1618 95.4 

11 Core41 Mound D Stage III 380 20 1446 1624 95.4 

8 Tu12 PM24 - Structure 1.1 341 24 1471 1637 95.4 

1 Tu10L2 Structure 1.1 - daub 200 20 1652 1684 35 
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The pit contained two intact Mississippian chisels and one chisel that was completely 

shattered, likely from thermal alteration during burning of the structure. This pit was 

associated with Structure 1 given it was discovered underneath portions of a burned 

earthen floor that was still intact but surrounded by later intrusions.  

TU22-Pit 1 is notable given no other artifacts were discovered within the fill 

except for the chisels. They are shown in Figure 6.26 and make a total of five if chisels 

from other units are included in the analysis. These tools were likely used for detailed 

woodworking (Wilson 2001:122) and were manufactured on local Citronelle gravels,  

quite unlike many of the other stone tools found in the Structure 1 excavations, which 

were made on non-local Burlington cherts. Morphologically, chisels have one flat side 

and one rounded side, and they would have been hafted onto short handles for detailed 

carving or engraving, perhaps for high-status or ritual items similar to the wooden masks 

and statues from Sprio (Brown 1996; Wilson 2001). No wooden statuary has been 

recovered at Carson, but they have not been recovered from many other Mississippian 

sites either, Moundville included, where such chisels (made on greenstone) are 

commonly found. The absence of other artifacts from the pit also suggests this was a 

cache of chisels, kept aside and on purpose for longer term storage or as a way of storing 

wealth nearby.  

Excavations on the mound summit revealed evidence of significant quantities of 

daub, numerous wall trenches and postholes, and a storage pit of Mississippian chisels. 

All of these elements represent structures on the southwestern corner of the mound 

summit on mound Stage III. Daub concentrations shown in Figure 6.13 demonstrate later 

intrusions into Structure 1.1., as do intrusive trenches labeled 1.2 -1.4 in Figure 6.16 and 
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Figure 6.17. The timing of these intrusions is difficult to evaluate but they must postdate 

the initial structure. Wood charcoal from PM 23, which was identified below Structure 

1.1, revealed a radiocarbon date that predates wood charcoal dates from posts associated 

with Structure 1.1 (see Table 6.8). This building and rebuilding in place is comparable to 

sequences of buildings rebuilt at sites like Chucalissa, Cahokia, Toqua, and Coweeta 

Creek (Kelly 1997; Rodning 2007; Smith 1990). At Chucalissa, domestic residences were 

rebuilt four to five times on low house mounds (Smith 1990); this kind of rebuilding can 

be interpreted as related to the structural use-life of wattle-and-daub buildings. 

Alternatively, house society models posit that the collective identities of people and 

communities are tied to houses and places on the landscape and not necessarily kin 

groups or lineages (Gillespie 2000a); these kinds of relationships can be seen on the 

landscape through the rebuilding of houses, house mounds, and earthen monuments in the 

same place, and the interrelationships of these architectural forms to places on the 

landscape (Beck 2007; Gillespie 2000b; Rodning 2007:438). On the summit of Mound D 

at Carson, it is possible that the many sequences of rebuilding Structure 1 could be 

related to the perpetuation of craft producing guilds who continued to occupy and 

maintain production status on the summit. Scholars have suggested that specialized 

producers manufactured shell ornaments (Ensor 1991; Jackson 2003; Schnell et al. 

1981:60-61; Trubitt 2003:257; Yerkes 1983, 1989, 1991) and that this production was 

embedded within elite households (Kelly 1995; Trubitt 2000:675-676).   
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Figure 6.24  Planview drawing of Test Unit 22.  
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Figure 6.25  PM adjacent to TU22 Pit1 
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Figure 6.26  Nearly identical chisel forms, perhaps showing evidence of standardization. 



271 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.27  Profile drawing of Pit 1 and adjacent postmold.  
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The multiple rebuilding phases of the mound summit structure might perhaps speak to the 

perpetuation of a guild of craft producers, especially considering the nature of production 

in many pre-industrial civilizations where production is often tied to societies of 

“makers”, sometimes affiliated by kin and sometimes not (Sinopoli 2003).   

Structure 1.1 Dimensions  

 

Excavations on the Mound D summit uncovered the remains of Structure 1.1 – 

1.4 and allow discussion on the dimensions and possible functions of the structure. Based 

on the locations of postmolds and the length of wall trenches 1.1 on the east and north 

sides (see Figure 6.16 and Figure 6.17), it is most probable that Structure 1.1 was 

approximately 6.5 meters on a side and that it was likely square. Wall trenches 1.2 and 

1.3 both seem to indicate that later, intrusive structures were once constructed over the 

remains of Structure 1.1, and that these later structures were smaller, possibly around 4.5 

to 5 meters on a side. However, insufficient data are available to discuss the dimensions 

of those later structures, including any structure that may have been associated with wall 

trench 1.4.  

The floor plan of Structure 1.1 encompasses an area of 42.25 square meters 

although there was likely some variation around this number. Six to seven meters on a 

side is typical for Mississippian structures (Mehrer and Collins 1995; Sullivan 1995), 

although much larger buildings are not uncommon. For example, the stage II summit 

structure at Moundville’s Mound E was over 15 meters on a side and rectangular, making 

it much larger than Structure 1.1, and perhaps closely associated with Cahokia great-

house architecture (Knight 2010:229-230). The largest excavated structure from the 

Walls-phase Chucalissa site, which is more closely related to Carson than Moundville, 
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was also 15 meters on a side and located on the summit of the main mound (Smith 

1990:144). Interestingly enough, structures on house mounds, which are quite small and 

distributed around the plaza at Chucalissa, were commonly 5.7 to 6.7 meters square and 

rebuilt two to four times (Smith 1990:145); these sizes and rebuilding sequences are more 

consistent with the architectural remains of Structure 1.1 than other structures from 

Moundville or at Chucalissa, and are perhaps indicative of the quotidian aspect and 

nature of the summit structure at Carson.   

 Written descriptions of Natchez structures can be found in the early documentary 

record left by Le Page du Pratz (Swanton 1911). Du Pratz writes that the Natchez temple, 

built on an earthen mound, was 30 feet (9.14 meters) on a side, and that the walls were 10 

feet (3.04 meters) tall before the roof began. Clearly Structure 1.1 was smaller than this 

Natchez temple; it is however, larger than other descriptions of Natchez domestic 

structures, which are described as being between 8 and 9 feet in length and 6 feet broad 

(2.48 – 2.74 meters and 1.83 meters; Swanton 1911:157). Clearly there is a great amount 

of variation in Mississippian structures, especially when considering their contexts and 

geographical distributions across much of the southeastern and midcontinental United 

States.  

It is perhaps more instructive to look at variation in Mississippian structures in the 

Yazoo Basin, in particular at the 27 structures excavated at Carson itself. This 

comparison allows us to evaluate the range in structure sizes at the site and between 

contexts in which commoner practices are more likely to have occurred (inside the 

Mound A embankment) and where elite practices are more likely to have occurred (on 

large mound summits). While it is possible to compare the material remains of finds from 
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these structures to the artifacts recovered from Structure 1.1, this kind of comparison is 

beyond the scope of this project, and, consequently, structure sizes are used to compare 

the Mound D summit structure with structures from other parts of the site. On average, 

structures have an area of 27.8 square meters, and Structure 1.1 at 42.25 square meters, is 

the third highest of the whole set (Table 6.9 and Figure 6.29). The table of structure sizes 

and areas is based on excavations inside of the Mound A embankment conducted by John 

Connaway (MDAH). Structures inside of the embankment area at Carson can be wall-

trench construction, single post construction, square, rectangular, and/or circular (Figure 

6.28). As best as can be currently stated, all of these structures are Mississippian 

buildings, rather than Woodland-period structures, based on characteristic features such 

as wall-trenches, being constructed on the ground, and being mostly square in shape 

(Connaway 1984:93). Structure sizes at Wilsford, another Mississippi-period site in the 

northern Yazoo Basin, can also be used as a point of comparison. Structures as Wilsford 

were thought to be square-shaped wall-trench houses, except these structures were 

constructed on platforms meant to elevate the structure floors off the floodplain surface 

(Connaway 1984:99) – sub-floor surfaces underlying these structures were covered with 

hundreds of postmolds, which would have provided structural support. Generally 

speaking, these houses were larger than structures at Carson, with dimensions ranging 

from 37.4 feet (11.4 meters) to 23.3 feet (7.1 meters) on a side, and with areas ranging 

from 1391.3 square feet (129.3 square meters) to 542.89 square feet (50.43 square 

meters) (Connaway 1984:124). These dimensions indicate that some structures at 

Wilsford were very large, and even the smallest one was bigger than Structure 1.1 at 

Carson. 
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Figure 6.28  Planview drawing of structures and architectural features inside of the 

Mound A embankment at Carson. Courtesy of John Connaway and Benny Roberts.  

  



276 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 6.9  Dimensions and Area of Mississippian Structures from Carson. Measurements 

taken in ArcGIS 10.1 from the Outside Edges of Postholes at the Corners of Wall 

Trenches. 

Structure Site  Site  Shape long 

dim 

short 

dim 

area 

1.1 22CO505 Carson square 6.5 6.5 42.25 

2 22CO518 Carson square 5.4 5.4 29.16 

4 22CO518 Carson square 5.4 5.4 29.16 

5 22CO518 Carson square 3.7 3.7 13.69 

6 22CO518 Carson rectangular 3.5 1.8 6.3 

7 22CO518 Carson square 5.5 5.1 28.05 

8 22CO518 Carson square 5.7 5.7 32.49 

10 22CO518 Carson square 5.6 4.9 27.44 

11 22CO518 Carson square 5 5 25 

12 22CO518 Carson square 6.3 6.5 40.95 

13 22CO518 Carson square 6 5.8 34.8 

15 22CO518 Carson square 5.1 4.8 24.48 

17 22CO518 Carson square 5.4 5.3 28.62 

18 22CO518 Carson square 5.3 5.3 28.09 

20 22CO518 Carson rectangular 11.3 6.4 72.32 

21 22CO518 Carson square 5.1 5.3 27.03 

23 22CO518 Carson rectangular 3.6 2.1 7.56 

25 22CO518 Carson rectangular 5 2.1 10.5 

27 22CO518 Carson square 4.8 4.8 23.04 

28 22CO518 Carson square 6.5 5.9 38.35 

29 22CO518 Carson square 6.1 5.8 35.38 

31 22CO518 Carson square 5.1 4.6 23.46 

32 22CO518 Carson square 6.9 6.7 46.23 

33 22CO518 Carson square 5.7 5.5 31.35 

34 22CO518 Carson square 4.9 4.8 23.52 

35 22CO518 Carson square 4.1 3.9 15.99 

36 22CO518 Carson circular 3.01  7.1 
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Figure 6.29  Structure at Carson on horizontal axis, with their number designations 

above; vertical axis shows the area of the structure in square meters. Structure 1.1 is the 

third largest structure excavated at Carson.  
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Figure 6.30  Histogram of Mississippian structure sizes across the southeastern United 

States (n = 777). 77.5% of all structures fall below 42.25 square meters, the size of 

Structure 1.1.  
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For the northern Yazoo Basin, the size of this mound summit structure would 

have been within the range of moderately large structures (anywhere from 5 to 8 meters 

on a side), although not nearly as large as those from the Wilsford site (Connaway 1984). 

Based on a gradiometer survey of the Mississippi period Hollywood site, located 

approximately one hour north of Carson, the average area of square wall-trench structures 

(in off-mound contexts) is 40.2 m2 (Haley 2014:43). Wall trenches for these structures 

range from 5.4 to 8.4 m (Haley 2014:43). At the contemporary Chucalissa site, structures 

on the main mound summit were square and around fifteen meters on a side, and like 

Structure 1.1, contained very few artifacts (Smith 1990:144). Around the base of the main 

mound, non-elite residential structures are smaller, at around nine to twelve meters on a 

side. Since there are comparatively few published cases of Mississippian structures in the 

Yazoo Basin, I also made comparisons to structures throughout the Eastern Woodlands.  

Thanks to a fairly extensive study of published Mississippian structure sizes 

across the Eastern Woodlands (White 2014), it is feasible to evaluate the dimensions of 

Structure 1.1 relative to other Mississippian structures. Andrew White has compiled 

chronological, functional, and dimensional features of structures and the data were 

available online for my own evaluation. His study identified 777 unique Mississippian 

structures and the floor areas (m2) are presented in Figure 6.30. The figure shows that the 

majority of Mississippian buildings (77.5%) have an area of less than 42.25 m2 and that 

Structure 1.1. is within the top 22.5% of building size. Tamira Brennan’s analysis of 

structure sizes at Kincaid would place Structure 1.1 within the upper-end of the “small” 

category, with structure sizes ranging from 9.6 to 41.8 m2 – she finds that a bi-modal 

trend in small structures at Kincaid and notes that this trend is temporal in nature.  
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Smaller structures, she notes, are built earlier (Brennan 2007). She also notes that 

structure size is not necessarily indicative of function, given an elite structure excavated 

at the foot of Mound 10 would necessarily be classified in the small category despite 

possessing features indicative of ceremonial architecture, including clay benches, a clay 

floor, a central hearth, and plastered support posts (Brennan 2007:96).  

 Numerous studies of settlement patterning are available and they do much to 

portray a heavily modified and anthropogenic landscape of monuments, embankments, 

and large complex and densely settled villages (Brain 1978; Brown 1978; Haley 2014; 

Kidder 1998; Nelson 2014; Phillips et al. 2003). Nucleated communities of the 

Mississippi period are common in the northern Yazoo Basin, and settlement within the 

Mound A enclosure would certainly fit within a model of large cities full of structures of 

various sizes, with large, steep-sided mounds intended for elites and/or powerful 

individuals (Kidder 1998:147). Relative to Mississippian structures from the whole of the 

Eastern Woodlands, Structure 1.1 on the mound summit is larger than 77.5% of all other 

structures. In the Yazoo Basin, the structure seems consistent in size with domestic off-

mound structures from Hollywood and Parchman, contemporary sites, which on the 

whole, are larger than domestic Mississippian houses from Moundville (Haley 2014:43; 

Scarry 1998:91-93). The larger sizes of these structures not only indicates a tradition of 

building larger structures, but also perhaps of a tradition of multi-family uxorilocal 

residences with strong communal and kin-based relationships (Haley 2014:43; Nelson 

2014:56). As evident in the ethnohistoric as well as genomic data, uxorilocal, or 

matrilocal, settlement patterns were quite common in the historic period southeastern 

United States (Bolnick et al. 2006; Hudson 1976; Smith 2003; Swanton 1911); given the 
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architectural data at Carson, as well as at Parchman and Hollywood, this pattern may also 

have been common in prehistory. This discussion of structure size and meaning is 

continued in Chapter 7, principally with reference to the relationship between status, 

ranking, and residence.  

 Postmolds for Structure 1.1 ranged in size from 7 cm to 32 cm. A previous study 

of post sizes and structure types in Alabama stipulates that posts ranging from 8 – 15cm 

are generally associated with wall-trench structures, while structures with posts from 10 – 

30 cm are usually individually-set post structures (Lacquement 2007b). Furthermore, 

wall-trenches tend to contain closely spaced posts and as posts get bigger, they tend to be 

spaced farther apart (Lacquement 2007:57). Following this study, Structure 1.1 conforms 

well to Type III, the wall-trench structure with closely-spaced smaller posts (Lacquement 

2007b). Unlike the Alabama Type III examples, Structure 1.1 was heavily daubed, and 

occasional larger wall-posts as well as internal wall-posts were present, indicating that a 

hipped or gabled roof was present, which likely protected the clay-daubed walls from 

eroding. Larger support posts, especially in wall trench 1.1 along the western edge of the 

structure (Figure 6.31), suggest a durable hipped or gabled roof could have been 

supported by the walls.  
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Structure 1.1 Conclusions   

 

The best way to summarize finds from Mound D summit excavations is to return 

to my list of questions: 

- 1) Are intact prehistoric deposits still present on the summit? 

- 2) How has the summit been impacted by development? 

- 3) What were the dimensions of the structure or structures on the 

southwestern corner of the Mound D summit?  

- 4) What are the dates for occupation and abandonment?  

- 5) What kinds of activities may have taken place in the structure and 

on the summit? What kinds of material culture are associated with 

these behaviors? 

 

The shovel-testing and geophysical survey with the GPR instrumentation was quite 

useful in identifying deposits and locating prehistoric artifacts. In general, the shovel 

testing did not identify any intact deposits, but did suggest that prehistoric artifacts could 

still be found on the summit, despite significant historic-period disturbances including 

farming and the construction of the Stovall family plantation home.  
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Figure 6.31  Planview drawing of Struture 1.1 showing postholes graded by size.  
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Because I knew that at least one structure was preserved on the mound summit I was 

enthusiastic that a GPR survey could help identify additional features and perhaps 

additional structures. The survey identified one promising feature that was investigated 

using a 1 x 1 meter test pit. The test excavation uncovered a small pit feature that mostly 

contained daub and plain, shell-tempered pottery. The daub was primarily featureless and 

likely once came from a structure that was burned and then another structure was built 

into it, on top of it, or nearby. At the contemporary Mississippian site of Chucalissa, 

located today in modern-day Memphis, archaeologists found evidence of overlapping 

structures around the mound and paired structures on the mound summit (Smith 

1990:144). At the Etowah site in Georgia, Adam King and others identified four different 

structures on the Mound A summit (King et al. 2011:361), including non-structural 

components including partition screens (Figure 6.2). Consequently, while the GPR 

survey was useful for identifying a deposit on the mound summit, and a potential 

architectural feature like a screen or partition, no additional structures were identified. 

GPR is a promising method for surveying and detecting buried deposits and has been 

extensively utilized in a variety of contexts (see Goodman 2013; Johnson 2006), and it 

shows promise for future investigations at Carson.   

Test Unit 21 was excavated on the Mound D summit to evaluate the stratigraphic 

positioning of Structure 1.1 relative to the stratigraphy of the mound itself. It was 

determined through excavating this unit, that Structure 1.1 was built on the Stage III 

summit and that an additional stage was constructed over the mound after Structure 1.1 

was abandoned. However, it is possible that the mound was multi-tiered, like at 
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Cahokia’s Monks Mound. A comprehensive study of the LiDAR database for the Yazoo 

Basin would help to determine if other multi-tiered mounds were once present.  

Excavations on the mound-top structure revealed that instead of one structure 

there were at least three if not four structures once present at the same location near the 

southwestern corner of the Mound D summit. Wall trenches associated with three 

structures were identified, as well as a possible fourth. These wall trenches were 

identifiable based on changes in soil texture and color and the presence of both postholes 

and postmolds. The most visible wall trenches were associated with the first structure 

built in that place and with wall trenches 1.1, on both the west and northern boundaries of 

the units (Figure 6.16). Another, older postmold (PM23) was identified below Structure 

1.1, and it predates the structure by at least 40 years, if not longer. PM 23 is associated 

with a structure dating to somewhere between the late 1200s and early 1400s, and I think 

it probably dates to the fourteenth century. Subsequent radiocarbon dates from Structure 

1.1 date the structure anywhere from the mid-15th century to the early 17th century, 

likely somewhere in the mid-16th century, and perhaps close to the time of the Hernando 

de Soto entrada. Making this connection would require artifacts associated with the 

entrada, which have yet to be recovered at Carson, and which have rarely been found at 

other sites in the Yazoo Basin (Brown 2008).  

Structure 1.1 had an area of 42.25 square meters and was the third-largest 

structure by area at Carson. Following White’s (2014) compendium of Mississippian 

structure sizes, Structure 1.1 is in larger than 77% of other structures, and yet is still in 

the small category following Brennan’s study at Kincaid (Brennan 2007). Area, it seems, 

is not a very useful category for determining structure function. What is evident, is that 
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relative to other structures at Carson, Structure 1.1 is fairly large, and relative to other 

Mississippian structures in the Yazoo Basin, Structure 1.1 is consistent in size with 

domestic architecture (Haley 2014; Nelson 2014). It was also constructed on a corner of 

the mound summit, not in a central location and not in a place of specific or spatial 

prominence. 

Material culture, especially lithic artifacts, lend some clues about structure 

fuction. Implications of these finds are explored in greater detail in Chapter 7. Some 112 

ceramic sherds and 42 lithic artifacts were recovered from excavations at Structure 1.1. In 

terms of chronology, the ceramics from the structure date mainly to the Late Mississippi-

period Parchman phase (A.D. 1550 to 1650; Brain 1988; Brown 1998). Avenue 

Polychrome var., Avenue and Nodena Red and White var., Nodena are typically assigned 

to the Late Mississippi period in the Arkansas lowlands, in the Yazoo Basin, and in the 

Natchez Bluffs (Brain 1988; Phillips 1970; Williams and Brain 1983). Barton Incised var. 

Barton is basically a super-type that is common at sites attributable to several phases, 

Parkin, Nodena, and Walls, for the late Mississippi Period (A.D. 1350 to 1550; Brain 

1989; McNutt 1996; Phillips 1970; Williams and Brain 1983). The Barton, Avenue, and 

Nodena sherds recovered in the test units all point to a Late Mississippi occupation of the 

structure, a timeframe confirmed by radiocarbon dating. Regarding vessel morphology, 

serving bowls were the primary shape recovered, a vessel shape reflecting the 

consumption of goods, not the preparation of goods. The fact that we found only 112 

sherds, a relatively small number relative to the size of the excavated areas, suggests that 

the structure was cleaned out prior to firing – I take this to mean that Structure 1.1 was 

abandoned and burned, and at some point afterwards, the structure was rebuilt, as made 
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evident by the clear-cut intrusion into Structure 1.1. Based on numerous studies of burned 

and reconstructed buildings (Akkermans and Verhoeven 1995; Bankoff and Winter 1979; 

Campbell 2000; Stevanović 1997), the cleaning and burning of the Mound D summit 

structure was likely a cultural process with significant social meaning, perhaps related to 

ritually-timed cleansing events.  

I do not think this structure was “lightly” used, but rather cleaned out for very 

specific cultural reasons prior to burning. Micromorphological evidence from the 

structure floor (discussed in Chapter 7) indicates that working shell with Burlington chert 

drills was a common practice in and around Structure 1.1. In addition, recovered chisels 

suggest woodworking also took place; the byproducts of this activity, however, would not 

preserve in the archaeological record. Consequently, micromorphology and the 

microartifacts indicate the structure was heavily utilized, and therefore the low artifact 

counts must indicate it was cleaned out prior to burning. This abandonment and burning 

could possibly be associated with ritual meanings, such as annual purification renewal 

rituals associated with the historically-known Green Corn Ceremony (Knight 1986:679). 

Alternatively, the burning could be a functional practice of cleanliness related to structure 

life-span (Lacquement 2004; Pauketat 1989; Warrick 1988). Alternatively, the numerous 

sequences of rebuilding in place could signify a connection to place and a meaningful 

relationship to the burned remains of these buildings, perhaps through an association with 

craft producing guilds or societies (King et al. 2011; Rodning 2007; Stevanović 1997). 

Given Structure 1.1 was isolated to a small portion of the mound summit, the southwest 

corner, I think the craft producing guild argument is particularly compelling. The summit 

of the mound is significantly bigger than the area where the structure was identified; one 
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must presuppose based on the size of the monument summit, as well as based on the 

results of the shovel test and GPR survey, that other activities and architecture were once 

present on the summit. A screen or partition (Figure 6.2) on the summit would have acted 

to isolate activities on one side of the mound from another, and therefore, the southwest 

corner was likely the place of activities quite distinct from other parts of the mound 

summit. Since the identified structure itself was quite large, but perhaps not quite as large 

as elite residences (at Etowah, elite mound summit buildings are at least three times 

larger; King et al. 2011), I am particularly compelled by the argument for specialized 

activities or production in association with Structure 1.1 on the southwestern corner of 

the mound summit.  

The recovery of Burlington chert blades and drill bits, one piece of shell, three 

intact Mississippian chisels, and one thermally shattered Mississippian chisel, all point 

towards a context of craft production. These tools would have been used for shell bead 

production (Ensor 1991; Johnson 1987; Yerkes 1991) and/or for the production of 

wooden statuary and masks such as have been identified at Spiro and Moundville (Knight 

2010; Smith et al. 1994; Wilson 2001). Through experimental use-wear analysis (Yerkes 

1983, 1987, 1991), in-depth analyses of archaeological contexts (Trubitt 2000), and 

ethnographic analogy (Trubitt 2003), scholars have demonstrated that microlithic drills 

were often used in working shell ornaments at Mississippian sites, including Cahokia. 

Similar research has also identified microwear on microdrills from Structure 1.1 that 

indicates that shell-working may have taken place on the Mound D summit in Structure 

1.1 Furthermore, chisels are evidence of fine and detailed woodworking primarily 

because they would not have been appropriate for large-scale and heavy-duty 
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woodworking given their size and weight.  It would have been more appropriate to use 

them for detailed and intricate woodworking and for the production of objects similar to 

Spiroan and Natchez temple statuary (Brown 1996: Fig 2-103, 2-104, 2-105; Neitzel 

1965; Swanton 1911:172; Wilson 2001:123), or perhaps even objects similar to effigies 

and masks from Middle Woodland-period Hopewellian contexts at the Crystal River site 

(Bullen 1955; Greenman 1938; Wallis 2013). Wilson (2001:123) draws a relationship 

between Moundville’s greenstone chisels and wooden statuary at Spiro and suggests, 

based on ethnographic analogy to the Maori of New Zealand (Best 1974:130), that chisel 

forms like those found at Moundville must have been used for detailed and intricate 

woodworking tasks. He supports this assertion by demonstrating differential breakage 

patterns in larger, more utilitarian and heavy-duty celts versus the wear-pattern and 

condition of chisels from several Moundville contexts (Wilson 2001:123). 

Because these chisels were found in a pit within a large structure located on a 

mound summit, I draw the following conclusions, and further evaluate them with 

considerations of micromorphological and microartifactual datasets in Chapter 7.  Mound 

summits are places usually relegated to elites or ritual leaders and evidence for this 

relationship is manifest in both ethnohistoric and archaeological data. Structure 1.1 is 

relatively large compared to structures at Carson, in the Yazoo Basin, and across the 

Eastern Woodlands, however, it is not nearly as large as elite, mound-summit structures 

at Etowah, among other sites. Evidence of this structure being cleaned prior to burning is 

evident through the paucity of artifacts recovered from the structure. Of those recovered 

objects, there seems to be a clear association with crafting and production in this 

structure. With consideration in Chapter 7 of archaeological literature about craft 
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production in chiefly societies (Arnold and Munns 1994; Clark and Parry 1990; Costin 

1991, 1996), I argue that there is evidence for attached specialization on the summit of 

Mound D 
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Chapter 7  
 

Reconstructing Activities on the Mound D Summit  

 

 Several archaeologists have explored the many nuances of leadership, ideology, 

and political economy, and how power is acquired, maintained, and contested by 

individuals and kin groups (Beck 2013; Earle 1997; Geertz 1980; Holt 2009; Pauketat 

1994; Smith 2003). Cahokia, one of the first and most expansive of Mississippian 

societies, has experienced a long history of research focused on understanding the nature 

of rulership, and while some scholars have suggested power was institutionalized via the 

“Ramey State” (Fowler 1997; O'Brien 1989), others have proposed that hierarchical 

institutional structuring was not pronounced or sufficient to call Cahokia a state (see 

Milner 1998). Among numerous other scholars, Timothy Pauketat’s extensive history of 

research at Cahokia has identified the contested and negotiated pathways to power at the 

site, including the ways in which resistance to centralized leadership is materialized in the 

archaeological record (see Pauketat 2013). Julie Zimmerman Holt has utilized Geertz’ 

concept of the theater state to argue that the roots of power at Cahokia lay in its 

monumentality, ceremonialism, ideology, and iconography (Anderson and Sassaman 

2012:162; Holt 2009). Timothy Earle, engaging in multi-regional and diachronic 

synthesis, has suggested that “chiefs come to power” through economic, ideological, and 
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militaristic means, all of which are “intertwined and interdependent” (Earle 1997:207). I 

believe all of this research does much to demonstrate how complex, contested, and 

negotiated the underlying structures of leadership and power actually are (Beck 2013; 

Smith 2003). My research evaluates the construction and development of the cultural 

landscape at Carson and engages with material culture pertinent to understanding 

environments, monumentality, architecture, and economies of production. Previous 

chapters have addressed the former topics, and herein, I focus on the latter, the 

production of goods, specifically on the Mound D summit.  

In this chapter, I present information about the kinds of activities that took place 

on mound summits, including the manufacturing of high-quality goods, and I consider the 

sociopolitical implications of these activities taking place on the summit of Mound D at 

the Carson site. Herein I will discuss the means by which large-scale labor projects were 

conducted and the implications of this labor for leadership and power at Carson. In this 

case, both mounds and temple statuary were components of Mississippian sacra (Knight 

1986), and the production of these sacra, whether through group-oriented or 

individualizing power strategies, was directed at maintaining a chiefly power structure 

centered on Mound D (Blanton et al. 1996; Brumfiel and Earle 1987; D'Altroy et al. 

1985; Earle 1994; Kirch 1984; Kristiansen 1991). Understanding the pathways to 

obtaining and maintaining power at Carson, as manifest through the construction of 

mounds, palisades, earthen berms, and the specialized production of crafted goods, 

provides a unique and fundamental understanding of the dialectic between powerful 

individuals, kin groups, and commoners at Mississippian sites in the southeastern United 

States (Brain 1989; King 2003; Knight 2010; Pauketat 2013).  
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This research addresses fundamental issues of leadership and public works, 

production and economies of scale beyond the hunter-gatherer, and power as manifest in 

the control of economic processes and goods. These topics are all relevant to 

understanding how power becomes institutionalized, and how societies transition from 

inchoate to hereditary hierarchies, and how unstable power structures can potentially 

become more stable and long-lasting. Understanding this transition from dynamic social 

systems with status-ascribed leadership, traditionally referred to as chiefdoms (Oberg 

1955; Sahlins and Service 1960; Service 1962), to more institutionalized forms of 

leadership, often described as states and empires (Childe et al. 1996; Ur 2012; Yoffee 

2005), is fundamental to the discipline and to developing knowledge of how modern 

human societies are organized. Understanding the diversity of Mississippian societies 

permits greater knowledge of the ways in which power becomes more permanent and 

institutionalized or more unstable and prone to collapse and/or reorganization (see 

Holling 2001; Williams 2001). Consequently, rather than categorize prehistoric sites, 

societies, and cases as belonging to one stage of social evolution or another (Pauketat 

2007), this research emphasizes an historical perspective and adds to archaeological 

literature about the spectrum of complexity in prehistory (Carr and Case 2006; Pauketat 

2001:78-79). My research develops a nuanced understanding of Carson through mound 

construction and craft production, and considers the ways in which power can be 

manifest, utilized, and subverted.  

Finally, this research adds significantly to our understanding of Mississippian 

crafts production by evaluating a mound summit context where shell and wood objects 

were likely manufactured. The study of craft production and specialization has an 
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extensive history (Aoyama 2009; Childe et al. 1996; Clark 1996; Costin 1996; Costin 

2001; Earle 1994; Hirth 2006; Holley 1995; Peregrine 1991; Renfrew 1973; Sinopoli 

2003; Spielmann 2002; Stein 1996; Trubitt 1996), but not well documented in the Eastern 

Woodlands or the Mississippian Southeast (Ensor 1991; Muller 1984; Pauketat 1997; 

Wilson 2001; Yerkes 1983; Yerkes 1989). Excavation data from Structure 1.1 on the 

Mound D summit, micromorphology of the structure floor, and microwear and polish 

analyses of microliths and tools from Structure 1.1 all suggest an attached craft specialist 

was manufacturing, at the very least part-time, high-quality prestige goods, shell beads 

and wooden statuary, for use by Mississippian elites. These finds indicate that a certain 

kind of production economy, attached specialist manufacture (Arnold and Munns 1994; 

Costin 1996; Costin 2001; Earle 1994), was based out of the mound summit. Production 

economies are inexorably tied to social and political organization, and herein, prestige 

goods manufacturing on the mound summit has significant implications for the political 

economy at Carson. Understanding how goods were produced on the mound summit 

provides me the ability to document how elites used material goods to reinforce their own 

power structures, or as Timothy Earle puts it, “The material flows of the political 

economy provide the wire that binds the sources of power together” (1997:208).  

After reviewing theoretical perspectives on corporate and network oriented power 

strategies, as well as craft production and specialization research, I summarize findings 

from trench and summit excavations (as presented in chapters 4 and 5). The 

archaeological literature about craft production, labor organization, and power in past 

societies contextualizes evidence of mound construction and craft production on the 

summit of Mound D at Carson. This evidence is compared to finds from other 
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Mississippian sites, providing a contextual basis for the theoretical and practical 

implications of the research. Finally, any shortcomings are discussed, as well as 

directions for future work.  

 

Literature Review 

Group-oriented and Individualizing Modes of Power 

 

In the classical definition, chiefdoms are political units holding intermediate 

positions between tribal entities and state-level societies and which characteristically 

feature inchoate hierarchies and some degree of inequity (Fortes 1950; Oberg 1955; 

Sahlins and Service 1960; Service 1962; Steward 1955). While the evolutionary 

principles of chiefdom-level complexity have been challenged (e.g. Pauketat 2007; Smith 

2003), it is still valuable to study the variability of  societies classified as “chiefdoms” to 

understand the specific historic processes leading to the cultures as they were 

documented. My research adds to the study of chiefdoms and contributes to knowledge of 

moundbuilding as a process of “crafting” sacra through group-oriented power strategies.  

My work also adds to the knowledge of activities that took place on the summits of 

Mississippian mounds and craft production.  

Across the globe, research on chiefdoms has focused extensively on how power 

and authority are differentially aggregated and expressed by individuals and/or kin-

groups (Blanton et al. 1996; Earle 1991, 1997; Hally 1993, 1996; Heckenberger 2005; 

King 2003; Kirch 1984; Kristiansen 1991; Renfrew 1972, 1973). Anthropological 

archaeology on Mississippian chiefdoms has traditionally focused on changes to 

economy (Muller 1997; Peebles and Kus 1977; Steponaitis 2009; Welch 1991) and 
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ideology (King 2007; Knight 1986, 1998; Reilly et al. 2007; Wilson 2008) as a means to 

explain the emergence of Mississippian chiefdoms and associated traits like large-scale 

mound building, agriculture, and a ubiquitous symbolic religious system (Galloway and 

Griffin 1989; Knight 1986; Waring and Holder 1945) at around A.D. 1000 (Brain 1989). 

This wide-ranging symbolic, religious, and ideological system is comprised of 

representational art, artifacts, and icons that have been charged with supernatural 

meaning, defined by Knight (1986:675) as sacra, and they are often strategically 

appropriated by elites as a way to gain power. Sacra are composed of artifacts designed 

with a warfare/cosmology complex, earthen platform mounds (variously referred to as 

monuments), and temple statuary (Knight 1986:677-680). Consequently, two components 

of my research, earthen mounds and temple statuary, are both ceremonial objects 

representing leadership and power. In general, monuments are salient aspects of 

chiefdoms and emergent complex societies across the globe (Bradley 1998; Burger and 

Rosenswig 2012; Heckenberger 2005; Kolb 1994, 2006; Schaan 2008; Smith 2003). 

In the Southeast, earthen monuments, settlement hierarchies, and systems of 

collapse and reorganization are critical components to understanding Mississippian 

leadership and social organization (Anderson 1994; Beck 2013; Blitz and Livingood 

2004; Hally 1996; Mehta 2013; Payne 1994; Trigger 1990). Furthermore, a broad variety 

of iconographic elements are present in the Southeast that are representational of chiefly 

authority (Brown 1996b; Reilly et al. 2007). These studies highlight three critical factors 

tied to leadership that are emphasized in my research: 1) the rate and scale of monument 

construction, and 2) the organization of labor through groups and individuals, and 3) the 

production of prestige goods like shell ornaments and wooden (temple) statuary. 
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 While the size and number of mounds have often been the basis for identifying 

site and settlement hierarchies in the Mississippian Southeast (Blitz and Livingood 2004; 

Brain 1978; Williams 1956), mound volume and the stages of monument construction 

have been interpreted in two different ways. The size of most mounds can be explained as 

a function of occupation duration and the number of rebuilding episodes. However, the 

size of exceptionally large monumental earthen mounds must be explained in other ways. 

In terms of labor, corporate groups at smaller mound centers may have been able to build 

lesser mounds quite easily, but that at very large and exceptional Mississippian centers, 

numerous corporate groups likely came together to rapidly build monuments. Blitz and 

Livingood (2004:299) suggest powerful leaders likely brought together multiple 

corporate groups to build large earthen mounds and that “the timing of mound-

construction episodes at the largest sites may have been dictated more by unpredictable 

or volatile sociopolitical events directed by powerful chiefs and less by regular or 

predictable social rules such as periodic renewal ceremonies.” Therefore, at the largest 

settlements and for the largest mounds, the social rules for mound construction were quite 

different than at most smaller mounded settlements (Blitz and Livingood 2004:292, 298; 

Earle 2001:106).  

It has been suggested that political leadership arises from the ability of elites to 

garner and to control labor for large-scale social works and landscape modification 

projects (Earle 1997, 2001; Helms 1992, 1998; Kirch 1984, 1995). Leaders can derive 

power from at least two general strategies – group-oriented or individualizing 

(Kristiansen 1991; Kristiansen and Rowlands 1998; Renfrew et al. 1974:74), the former 

emphasizing communal labor, and the latter the acquisition of individual wealth and 
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prestige goods. The development of these strategies has been studied across the globe, in 

places like Peru (Earle 1997), Oceania (Kirch 1984; Kirch 1995; Kirch 2011), the 

southeastern United States (King 2003), and Bronze Age Europe (Earle 2001; Kristiansen 

1991; Kristiansen and Rowlands 1998; Kristiansen and Larsson 2005; Skoglund 2009). 

Group-oriented strategies include coordinated efforts such as warfare, monument 

construction, irrigation networks, and/or landscape intensification. These strategies arise 

to intensify resource extraction or to emphasize communal ideological and religious 

affiliations (Beck 2013:31; Flannery and Marcus 2012:31; Kirch 2011; Rodning 2009a) 

Conversely, individualizing strategies highlight displays of individual wealth and 

economies focused on prestige goods (Costin and Earle 1989). In Scandinavia, Neolithic 

henges and megaliths were supported by communities and are associated with group-

oriented societies. Subsequent Bronze Age Scandinavian societies had hierarchies 

supported by the accumulation of prestige goods items like bronze razors (Skoglund 

2009:213). In Denmark (Thy), Funnel Beaker cultures of the Neolithic utilized communal 

earthen barrows, sterile of material culture, to inter their dead, while Early Bronze Age 

barrows contain individuals interred with rich material culture (Earle 1997:33), signifying 

a shift in leadership. In the southeastern United States, leaders at the site of Etowah 

initially emphasized group-oriented strategies of power by sponsoring mound-building, 

but by AD 1300, late in the site’s history, they refocused strategies on the acquisition of 

copper and shell from far away locations. Through the importation of shell from the Gulf 

Coast, Etowah was able to act as a redistribution point for shell across the Southeast, 

thereby reinforcing the power of elites through trade (King 2001:7; Schortman and Urban 

2004:191). Similarly, after the conquest of Chimu, the Inka controlled the trade and 
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exchange of precious metals, as well as their manufacture into prestigious items (Costin 

1996:220; Earle 1994:456). Theoretical perspectives entailing group-oriented and 

individualizing chiefdoms are particularly relevant for Mississippi-period archaeology 

given the long-term and continued history of earthworks in the LMV (Kidder 2004:558) 

and the broader-scale inter-regional trade of prestige-goods items across most of the 

Mississippian Southeast (J. Brown 1996; Knight 1986; Reilly and Garber 2007).  

 This research adopts the perspective that monuments are durable symbols of the 

power of leaders to garner labor and to mark space, and that the construction of earthen 

monuments, small earthen rises, embankments, and plazas (all part of the built 

environment) at Carson was related to a system and structure of leadership that sought to 

institutionalize space, economy, and power (Earle 2001:106; Knight 1986). At large and 

exceptional sites like Carson, mounds take on a meaning contingent on power and rapid 

communal labor. In the perspective of group-oriented strategies, rapid mound 

construction by a large populace serves an integrative function, binding communities and 

reifying the power of chiefs. These theoretical perspectives (Blitz and Livingood 2004; 

Earle 1997, 2001; Kirch 1984, 1994; Renfrew 1973) provide an interpretive framework 

that is used to evaluate the following archaeological questions: how was Mound D at 

Carson constructed?  How does its construction compare to other mounds at Carson or to 

regional expectations of monument construction? How can theoretical perspectives on 

group-oriented and individualizing chiefdoms be used to understand the construction of 

Mound D? These lines of inquiry guide discussion below, immediately following the 

literature review of craft production.  
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Scales of Craft Production 

 

 A prehistoric economy is composed of three components; production, exchange, 

and consumption (Costin 1991). Herein, I am focused on the elements of economy 

related to the manufacture and consumption of high-quality prestige goods, namely shell 

goods like beads and gorgets,  and items of sacred paraphernalia like wooden statuary 

and masks, objects associated with the Mississippian Ideational Interaction Sphere 

(MIIS), formerly known as the Southeastern Ceremonial Complex (SECC) (Emerson et 

al. 2003; Knight 1986; Muller 1989; Reilly et al. 2007; Sievert 1994; Waring and Holder 

1945; Waring 1968; Wilson 2001). Mississippian sites across much of southeastern North 

America have revealed artifacts of copper, greenstone, mica, marine shell, and pottery 

decorated with elaborate iconography and designs associated with the MIIS. These 

inscriptions and stylistic designs, on objects of Mississippian sacra, are representations of 

cult institutions of ritually powerful leaders (Knight 1986:677). The making of these 

high-quality prestige goods was a component of the craft production economy, the 

control of which was fundamental to elite strategies of power consolidation and 

intensification of production (Muller 1997; Steponaitis 1991). However, the production 

of many items was not controlled by Mississippian elites, like greenstone celts and 

pottery for example (Wilson 2001:118). Consequently, there was likely significant 

variation in the production of goods made by Mississippian peoples and between various 

Mississippian sites, and therefore, the scales of manufacturing and production should be 

evaluated on a site by site and contextual basis. At Carson, two tool forms are of 

particular interest: Burlington chert microlithic tools and Mississippian chisels (Wilson 

2001:123; Yerkes 1983, 1989). These kinds of items (see Chapter 6; Figure 6-12, 6-27) 
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were recovered during excavations of Structure 1.1 and could have been used to 

manufacture two kinds of artifacts; shell beads and ornaments and the kinds of high-

quality wooden masks and statues found at Spiro (Brown 1996a:528-533; Wilson 2001). 

While the final products of manufacturing were not found in Structure 1.1, the tools 

related to their manufacture were. In addition, microartifacts embedded in the structure 

floor provide evidence of how these tools (blades, drills, and chisels) were utilized. 

Micromorphological analyses of samples of intact portions of the burned structure floor 

demonstrate evidence of micro-wear-flakes of Burlington chert which likely spalled off 

during use (Burkes 2014; De Lucia 2013; Dunnell and Stein 1989; Fladmark 1982a; Hull 

1987), indicating the kinds of production that took place in Structure 1.1. Furthermore, 

micro-wear and polishes identified on microartifacts and chisels suggests that the tool 

were used primarily for shell working and wood working (Ensor 1991; Goodale et al. 

2010; Jackson 2003; Schnell et al. 1981; Yerkes 1983, 1989, 1991). Consequently, the 

presence of specific tools, microartifacts in the floor, and polishes on the tools all point to 

a context of artisanal craft production on the southwestern corner of the mound summit. 

Given the location of Structure 1.1 on the mound summit, I suggest herein that 

manufacturing was attached to elites who also lived on the mound summit.  

Craft production is defined as the production of durable and alienable goods for 

needs exceeding the household limit that has various social, economic, political, and 

ideological meanings (Clark and Parry 1990a:297; Renfrew 1973; Sinopoli 2003:295). 

Leaders, kin-groups, and households engage with crafts production in myriads of ways, 

often attempting to mobilize resource, goods, and products in as many different ways as 

possible, sometimes in ways that are effective and/or unanticipated (Hirth 1996:207; 
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O'shea 1984). Some scholars have suggested that in complex societies, elites sponsor 

craft production to generate income for public projects, to promote political and 

economic control through monopolization of resources, and to facilitate the creation of 

symbols used to express and legitimate power (Costin 1996; Costin 2001; D'Altroy et al. 

1985). All three of these points emphasize the role that elites play over producers and 

how elites use producers for their own ends. In this perspective, elites control craft 

production and the manufacturing of prestige goods as a means of maintaining power and 

dominance (Brumfiel and Earle 1987; Earle 1994; Kristiansen 1991). However, 

numerous scholars have demonstrated that economies of production can be variously 

controlled by elites or controlled by producers and that the modes of production vary 

between and within cultures and polities (Alt 1999; Aoyama 2009; Pauketat 1997; Saitta 

1994; Spielmann 2002). Consequently, it should be noted that craft production should not 

necessarily be understood as representing elite power or commoner resistance, but rather, 

a spectrum of meaning negotiated on a historically and culturally contingent basis (c.f. 

Pauketat 2001).  

Costin has suggested there are two important parameters to understanding crafts 

production, the location of production and the degree of full-or-part-time work (Costin 

1996:212). Location is incredibly important to understanding elite involvement in 

production, and it has been invoked extensively in Mississippian research on elite 

domination of crafting and craft specialization (Ensor 1991; Morse 1974; Morse and 

Sierzchula 1977; Schnell et al. 1981; Yerkes 1983, 1989). Specialization is defined herein 

as “making items at volumes above and beyond the needs of the individual or group for 

exchange with those involved in complementary economic pursuits” (Clark and Parry 
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1990b; Costin 1991; Schortman and Urban 2004:187; Stein 1996). Craft production and 

specialization are two related and often conflated topics, and they need not necessarily be 

overlapping or mutually exclusive. Craft producers who make finely crafted objects at a 

fairly low level of intensity and scale would not necessarily be specialists, or at the very 

least, full time specialists, since the objects being produced are generally unique and 

unstandardized. Consequently, it is important to understand scales of production across 

communities at different scales (Aoyama 2009:3). At Carson, research in Structure 1.1 is 

directed at understanding the kinds of artifacts and tools used in the structure and the 

products being made inside of the structure. Some of the tools may have been privy to 

some kind of specialist manufacturing as well as the products these tools were being used 

to make. However, much of the statuary, masks, figurines, and shell ornaments 

comprising Mississippian temple regalia do not appear to have been made at a large 

scale; rather, while there are unifying thematic elements, these objects were artisanal 

works of unique value (see Beck and Brown 2011). Later, I evaluate the context of 

manufacturing on the southwest corner of the mound summit and its relationship to elite 

consumers, primarily as a way to elucidate attached specialization. First, I review the 

existing data on Mississippian craft specialists, using evidence from Cahokia, 

Moundville, Lubbub Creek, Cemochechobee, Zebree, and Carson.   

The Cahokia microlithic industry is one of the best-known examples of craft 

specialization and craft production in the Mississippian Southeast (Ensor 1991; Jackson 

2003; Johnson 1987; Mason and Perino 1961; Pauketat 1997; Pope 1994; Prentice 1983, 

1985, 1987; Trubitt 2000, 2003; Wilson et al. 2006; Yerkes 1983, 1989). Archaeological 

research into these microlithic industries has led to the identification of microlithic tools 
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and production areas on local and non-local materials, and at varying scales of 

organization, complexity, and specialization (Ensor 1991; Jackson 2003; Johnson 1987; 

Morse 1974; Morse and Sierzchula 1977; Schnell et al. 1981). At Bottle Creek, Lubbub 

Creek, Cemochechobee, and at Zebree, microlithic elements are all identified from 

isolated contexts and are not found throughout the respective sites; rather, microliths are 

generally found in limited contexts associated with elite households, occupations, and/or 

artifacts. Following Costin’s assertion that understanding location and scale of production 

are two of the most important components to defining specialization and craft production 

(1996:212), the large quantities of microliths identified at the aforementioned sites that 

originate from singular or limited deposits should signify to some degree their association 

with specialized manufacture.   

Yerkes’ work at Labras Lake and Cahokia is fundamental to a discussion of craft 

production and specialization in the Mississippian Southeast (Yerkes 1983, 1987, 1989, 

1991). Labras Lake was a self-sufficient village or hamlet located approximately 10-15 

km to the southwest of Cahokia and the site produced little evidence for large-scale use 

of microlithic tools for shell-bead and ornament manufacture. Only three centrally-

located houses at the site had microdrills with evidence of polish consistent with shell-

drilling (Yerkes 1987:185, 189). Only a few sites in the American Bottom have 

microlithic tool kits (e.g. Lohmann, Turner, Mitchell, and BBB Motor). Yerkes suggests 

that the rarity of microlithic toolkits, their limited distribution at sites, and their general 

confinement to elite contexts at sites, points to an industry and scale of craft production 

that was isolated to specialists and powerful elites (Yerkes 1987:184). At Cahokia, as at 

Labras Lake, microlithic toolkits are made on Burlington chert (Koldehoff and Brennan 
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2010) and are comprised of drills, cores, and blades generally found in high-status or elite 

households (Yerkes 1983:514). Furthermore, while shell-working with microlithic tools 

was limited to high-status and elite households at Cahokia and outlying sites during the 

Lohmann phase (A.D. 900 to 1050), by the Stirling phase (A.D. 1050 to 1150), fewer 

sites have evidence of microliths, and by the Morehead phase (after A.D. 1200) shell 

working and microlithic tools are confined to Cahokia and elite contexts (Yerkes 

1989:103). The contexts of microlithic artifact finds at Cahokia have been critical to the 

recognition of evidence of craft specialization; the contexts in which microliths were 

found speaks volumes about the meaning of the artifacts. Combined with the presence of 

polishes signifying shell-working, the tools of craft production and the contexts in which 

they were found are used to argue for specialization and a mode of production 

appropriated by elites looking to perpetuate wealth finance economies (Brumfiel and 

Earle 1987; Costin and Earle 1989; Kristiansen 1991). Principal criticisms of Muller’s 

work entail sampling biases between sites and regions and his interpretations of the 

contexts of microlithic artifacts (Pauketat 1997:3). Additional criticism is leveled at his 

use of the term specialization, which Muller defines in his study of salt pans at Great Salt 

Spring, and which he argues never truly existed in the Mississippian Southeast (Muller 

1984; Muller 1986). While Muller’s commentary certainly has validity and his definitions 

of site specialization bring depth to the issue, it does seems that Yerkes and Muller are 

talking at cross-purposes and Muller’s commentary does not address the nature and scale 

of attached specialist craft manufacturing that Yerkes identified based on distributions of 

microlithic artifacts. Yerkes and others (Ensor 1991; Pauketat 1997:4) conclude that the 

data demonstrate centralized production at large Mississippian sites. In the absence of 
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workshops and debris piles related to a large scale of production, it is necessary to make 

inferences based on available data, and in this capacity, Yerkes’ work has been 

instrumental in understanding the production of shell ornamentation using microlithic 

tools.  

Given the importance ascribed to the context of finds in the studies mentioned 

above, I should review how location of production and degree of full-or-part time work 

structures Costin’s typology of producers (Costin 1996:211-212). Her typology is 

fundamentally designed based on these two parameters, location and scale, and is 

presented below:   

- Intensified household:  Kin-based household labor used to make goods in  

 excess of subsistence needs. 

 

- Dispersed corvée: Part-time labor for elites within a household setting. 

 

- Individual retainers: Artisans, usually full time, producing for elites within  

 an elite setting.  

 

- Nucleated corvée: Part-time labor for governmental institutions working in  

 a special purpose facility.  

 

- Retainer workshop: Large scale operation with full-time artisans working  

for an elite patron or government within a segregated, 

specialized setting.  

  

Costin’s typology above represents generalized production types based on a cross-

cultural data set, and while it is not necessary to review all of her categories here, it is 

instructive to understand the contexts and cases of attached production. Costin calls these 

forms of production that are spatially proximate to elite residences dispersed corvée and 

individual retainer, and numerous examples abound, that present quite well the many 
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unique relationships between producers attached to leaders and/or elites (Aoyama 2009; 

Brumfiel and Earle 1987; Costin 1991; Dueppen 2012; Sinopoli 2003; Stein 1996).  

Prudence Rice’s model for the development of attached specialist pottery 

production is based on studies of highland Guatemalan potters and contingent on the rise 

of elites and centralized decision making (Rice 1981, 1991). In her study, kin-groups who 

historically had unhindered access to the best clay sources from one generation to the 

next developed the best goods for consumption, and therefore were able to provide social 

elites consistently with quality goods; through this reciprocal relationship, attached 

production is born. Rice presents four stages by which pottery production transitions 

from dispersed household production to attached specialist production; 1) equal access to 

resources, a simple technology of production, and minimal labor investment in the 

pottery – in this stage, pottery is highly variable. 2) Reduction in variation in decorative 

motifs, more uniform paste composition, and isolated pockets of unique and idiosyncratic 

pottery types – at this stage, lineages begin to lay claim to clay sources, and fewer potters 

produce pots, increasing standardization. 3) Ranking emerges as some individuals accrue 

greater wealth, resources are controlled by self-sufficient kin groups (who are most likely 

the early specialists), commodities become scarcer as elites gain control, and population 

increases. Elite-sponsored production leads to differentially distributed artifacts and 

production facilities on the landscape. Total assemblage diversity increases as 

populations grow. 4) Stratified societies emerge in which production takes place at 

specialized workshops, with elites sponsoring most pottery production. While all 

societies need not develop in exactly the same ways at Rice describes, her four-stage trial 

model is a valuable launching off point for comparing processes of production 
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intensification among complex societies.  As many post-processual studies on the modes 

of production and crafting have pointed out, it is necessary to evaluate manufacturing, 

specialization, and patron/client relationship on a case-by-case basis, to consider the 

many unique relationships between elites, commoners, and communities, and how agents 

negotiated and mediated complicated political and economic structures  (c.f. Aoyama 

2009:3; Saitta 1994; Spielmann 2002).  

The production of craft goods in and associated with elite contexts (a.ka. attached 

specialists and/or craft producers, a.k.a individual retainers or dispersed corvée laborers) 

has been documented by a wide variety of scholars (Aoyama 2009; Brumfiel and Earle 

1987; Clark and Parry 1990a; Clark 1996; Costin 2001; D'Altroy et al. 1985; Dueppen 

2012; Sinopoli 2003; Stein 1996). At Uruk and at San Lorenzo, elites controlled the 

production of high-quality luxury goods that had strong political, ritual, and social value. 

During the Uruk period (3900 to 3100 B.C.), political elites monopolized carnelian bead 

manufacturing (Stein 1996:33-34). While quotidian objects did not get entangled into 

elite strategies of power at Uruk, most likely because they were not politically charged 

commodities (Brumfiel and Earle 1987), carnelian beads became a part of an elite 

administered economy. Luxury or prestige goods are often highly valued and politically 

charged. Similarly, Olmec workshops at San Lorenzo provide evidence for the large-

scale production of politically powerful objects like hollow figurines, jade masks, axes, 

beads, ilemnite cubes, and mirrors (Clark 1996:191-193). Similarly, the Inka empire 

managed the production of a variety of high-quality goods including gold and silver 

ornamental objects and high-quality ceramics, enough that entire metal-working 

communities were relocated from the north coast after the conquest of Chimu (Costin 
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1996:214, 218, 220). At Aguateca, the Classic period (ca. A.D. 600 to 800) Maya site in 

the Petexbatun of Guatemala, elite artists, crafts producers, and scribes participated in 

complex social negotiations around a variety of producer-client relationships. A variety 

of objects were produced there, including bone and shell objects, carved stelae, and 

obsidian tools, some made by attached specialists, some by high-status scribes who 

enjoyed significant autonomy (Aoyama 2009:130). Obsidian tools, for example, were 

made by elite-attached knappers, “as suggested by the restricted distribution of obisidian 

bifacial points and bifacial thinning flakes exclusively associated with the royal palace 

and temples” (Aoyama 2009:130). Furthermore, another example of an attached 

specialists is a high-status scribe from Structure M8-4 who made bone, shell, and other 

high-status regalia for the Aguateca ruler.  

In an interesting perspective on attached specialists, Sinopoli presents evidence of 

poets, musicians, and artists embedded with ruling elites of the Vijanagara empire of 

southern India, dating from the fourteenth through seventeenth centuries A.D. (Sinopoli 

2003). As at Uruk and San Lorenzo, quotidian objects, like textiles, of the Vijaynagara 

empire were not coopted by elites in strategies to appropriate and to maintain power. For 

example, while there is some evidence for textile producers who were “attached” to 

institutions or patrons, the majority of textiles-based evidence speaks to independent 

modes of production (Sinopoli 2003:302). At Vijaynagara, however, elites and artisans 

reach a level of parity as increasing amounts of elites arise to compete for goods made by 

the artisans. Even in the context of their declining power in the sixteenth century, 

Vijaynagara elites increasingly vied for the presence of artisans in their courts, increasing 

the value of their goods, and leading to a balanced reciprocity between producers and 
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patrons (Sinopoli 2003:306). In this case, it is the knowledge of the producers that is the 

product most valued by competing elites. Knowledge, in and of itself, can often be used 

by producers to gain power amid a community, or alternatively, elites and consumers can 

appropriate knowledge as way to enchain producers to certain production contexts.  For 

example, political leaders at the West African site of Kirikongo (long occupied from 

early in the first millennium A.D. to about A.D. 1700) were craft producers themselves 

who grew to power through the virtue of their knowledge of iron working (Dueppen 

2012:310).  

At Carson, craft production at Structure 1.1 could potentially have been organized 

as dispersed corvée or as individual retainers for one very important reason, location. 

Structure 1.1 is a mound summit structure and structure on mound summits are 

documented both archaeologically and ethnohistorically as associated with elite and 

ritual/ideological practices. Documentary accounts from the Soto expedition describe 

architecture on the summit of earthen monuments - some mounds were covered with 

structures while others had temples dedicated to housing ancestral bones (Hudson 

1997:292, 294; Knight 2004). The summit of an earthen monument, generally a truncated 

pyramidal mound, was a socially and visually delimited space and mound-top activities 

were likely difficult to observe or interact with from the bottom. Given that various 

structures with fairly short life cycles, about 10 years (Lacquement 2004:140, 2007; 

Pauketat 1989; Warrick 1988), were present on mound summits, the summit of Mound D 

very likely once supported a variety of structures (Knight 2010:348). Structure 1.1 was 

located on the southwestern corner of the mound summit in a position, subjectively 

speaking, that while oriented towards the site core, was not necessarily in a position of 
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prominence. The southwest corner of Mound D is only on a small portion of the entire 

mound summit and it is reasonable to suggest that the remainder of the mound summit 

was probably covered with other structures and outdoor spaces, probably accessible 

primarily to elites, as has been demonstrated at large mounds at Cahokia, Etowah, and 

Moundville (Fowler 1997; King et al. 2011; Knight 2010). In addition, GPR survey data 

indicate a possible screen or partition separated the southwest mound corner from the rest 

of the mound (Figure 6.2). Furthermore, while the structure was large (Table 6.9 and 

Figure 6.30), it was not necessarily over-large, nor consistent in size with 

archaeologically documented structures associated with chiefs or council houses (Brown 

1990; Kelly 1997:141, 164; Neitzel 1965; Neitzel 1983; Rodning 2009a), but rather more 

in line with commoner or domestic households (Haley 2014:43; Nelson 2014; Rodning 

2009b:4; Scarry 1998). While structure area can often have a variety of meanings and 

while socially powerful buildings can sometimes be quite small, like sweat lodges for 

example (Mehta 2007), household and house size is often linked with higher status and 

power (Netting 1982; Trubitt 2000:672). For example, large structures at Cahokia are 

generally interpreted, based on artifacts and dimensions, as having once belonged to 

high-status or ritually powerful peoples. At Cahokia, structures in the Powell Tract, Tract 

15A, and in the Dunham Tract, and on Monks Mound, all point towards a direct 

correlation between structure size and status (Fowler 1997:100; Milner 1998:96; Pauketat 

et al. 1993; Pauketat 1994:125; Reed 1969:33; Trubitt 2000:672). In the American 

Bottom, there is a general trend towards increasing floor areas during the Mississippi 

period until the end of the Stirling phase (ca. A.D. 1200) (Trubitt 1996:142-146). 

Consequently, it might be reasonable to suggest that the Mound D summit structure was 
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not sufficiently big enough nor centrally located enough to have been associated directly 

with an elite. Rather, it was likely indirectly associated with an elite through a crafts 

producer associated with elite groups residing on the mound summit. This would not 

make Structure 1.1 unique but rather consistent with other Mississippian sites and mound 

summits. For example, as has been documented at Moundville’s Mound Q, Stage II 

summit structures were composed of several adjoining rooms (Knight 2010). The rooms 

were lightly framed, undaubed, and set in wall trenches. Knight suggests, based on 

artifacts recovered from excavation, that elites in these structures were engaged in craft 

production, “making and painting display goods of tabular stone, wood, and copper. 

Rituals performed on the mound involved bone handling, evocative of an ancestral past” 

(Knight 2010:361). While Structure 1.1 was unlike the building on Mound Q at 

Moundville in that it was heavily daubed, it was also similar by virtue of wall trenches 

and with evidence of craft production. Most interesting is Knight’s assertion that elites 

were doing the crafting; this is a topic I will return to later in this chapter, but the concept 

of craft-making elites is not unusual, especially when considered with evidence from the 

Maya site of Aguateca, among others, which has produced evidence of elite craft makers 

associated with rulers (Aoyama 2009:129). Certainly it is reasonable to suggest that 

living and working on a mound summit would ascribe a certain amount of status onto a 

producer, especially if they were making objects for consumption by ritually powerful 

leaders.  

Archaeological Perspectives on Power 

 

 Group-oriented and individualizing strategies of power, also known as 

corporate/network theory, ultimately revolve around how leaders engage with 
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commoners and leverage these relationships for their own benefit (Blanton et al. 1996; 

Earle 1991; King 2001; Kirch 1984). Studies of craft production often invoke group or 

individualizing strategies of power to describe scales of production, the organization of 

production, and the relationships between those who make goods and those who consume 

them, like leaders, elites, and commoners (Sinopoli 2003:305). For my research, these 

two theoretical perspectives intersect at the earthen platform mound, a monumental form 

utilized by Mississippian elites as part an overarching strategy of control and domination 

(Blitz and Livingood 2004:299; Knight 1986:680). Not only was the building of these 

large monuments embedded within leadership strategies, so were activities confined to 

the mound summit, activities including the production of socially and ideologically 

valued goods like temple statuary and shell ornamentation (Knight 1986:681; Trubitt 

2000:682).  

At Carson, both mound construction and prestige-goods production are part of an 

ideological, cosmological, and religiously oriented construct, sacra, serving to 

institutionalize the office of the chief. From the mobilization of large groups of people to 

possessing temple statuary and utilizing ancestral power the possession of sacra, 

Carson’s elite derived their power from a variety of ideological sources. They could 

operate this power variously, either through corporate/group-oriented and/or 

network/individualizing power strategies. Controlling the production of prestige items 

through an attached specialist on the mound summit would have first required a mound 

and mound summit, and consequently, I might suggest the first steps to aggregating 

power entailed group-oriented methods, whereby a community either willingly 

participates in or is forced to engage in large-scale labor projects like mound building. 
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Willing participants might have been participating in rituals similar to those who in the 

later historic period participated in annual purification rites during the Green Corn 

Ceremony (Axtell 1981:15-16; Capron 1953:200; Garbarino 1989; Hall 1997:124-130; 

Knight 1986:680; Lindauer and Blitz 1997:194; Wallace 1956:3). Alternatively, mound 

building could have been directed by elites seeking to appropriate sacred symbols and 

exact tribute over communities, particularly if elites were able to link their authority to 

symbols with historical meaning (Lindauer and Blitz 1997:181; Peebles and Kus 1977; 

Steponaitis 1986). In the LMV and Yazoo Basin, this would certainly have been possible 

given earthen monuments date as far back as the Middle Archaic period (ca. 3000 BC) 

(Peacock et al. 2010). However mound construction was sponsored, the mound itself, 

Mound D, must necessarily have preceded the summit structure and any craft production 

that took place on the summit. Therefore, any strategies of control that would have 

required prestige goods, attached specialists, or raw materials for the production of 

prestige goods such as temple statuary or shell ornamentation, would necessarily have to 

have been adopted after specific stages of mound construction had ceased. This does not 

mean that both strategies could not have been used simultaneously, indeed they likely 

were given competition between elites was significant and that there were at least five 

other large mounds at Carson, and many more Mississippian sites f across the Parchman 

and surrounding phases, as well as across the northern Yazoo landscape (Hudson 1997; 

Kidder 1998; Kidder 2004). Rather, in this very specific context at Mound D, elites likely 

used strategies of power that oscillated between group-oriented (through mound building) 

and individualizing (prestige goods and attached specialist construction).  
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Mound D Excavations, Stratigraphy and Summit Architecture 

 

Trench excavation and sediment coring at Mound D provide evidence for several 

stages of mound construction, some quite small, others quite large. These large mound 

stages, built rapidly, are used as evidence of elites using group-oriented strategies to 

motivate large groups of people to labor for their own purposes. These activities may 

have enhanced communal solidarity or enhanced ideological concepts of ritual renewal, 

but they ultimately benefitted elites who appropriated mound summits (Blitz and 

Livingood 2004; Bradley 1998; Earle 1997; Knight 1986; Kristiansen 1991; Lindauer and 

Blitz 1997; Trigger 1990). Earlier periods of monumentality in the LMV were 

characterized by hunting and gathering groups who built fewer mounds at a much smaller 

scale (although occasionally some of those mounds were quite large, like for example at 

Poverty Point’s Mound A) than seen during the Mississippi period. Jeffrey P. Brain 

called the sudden florescence of mound building during the Mississippi period 

“megalomoundia” (Brain 1978) . Brain’s assertion is based on an extensive study of 

settlement patterning across the longue durée of the lower Yazoo Basin and Natchez 

Bluffs region. Mound construction became more common and more monumental after 

A.D. 1200, partly as a result of contact and influence from Cahokia and the American 

Bottom, but also because of expanding local economies and societies (Brian 1978:345). 

The social rules behind this surge in mound construction were likely quite different from 

the social-political milieu during the Archaic and Woodland periods, even if the physical 

manifestations on the landscape were quite similar (see also Anderson 2012; Kassabaum 

et al. 2011; Kidder 2002; Ortmann and Kidder 2013). Certainly there was “an important 

change from the comparatively modest level of organization to be inferred for the 
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[preceding] Coles Creek culture” (Brain 1978:347). Some have interpreted this expansion 

in monumentality as a context of ever-increasing interpersonal elite competition, a 

situation in which numerous competing proto-elites and leaders were all present 

simultaneously, vying for power in a contentious political sea (Kidder 1998:140). Given 

what is known about conflict during the time of Soto and the wars of enmity between 

Caqui and Pacaha (Dye 1993; Hudson 1997:287-302) as well as the general pattern of 

cycling and instability in late prehistoric Mississippian peoples (Blitz 1999; Hally 1993, 

1996), it might be reasonable to suggest that the rules of power through the control of 

labor for mound building were quite prescient at Carson. I might go further and suggest 

that through the elite appropriation of the Mound D summit and the manipulation of 

production on this summit, elites who controlled the mound were able to institutionalize 

their office to a greater extent than leaders relying exclusively on group-oriented 

strategies of power.  Control over production on the summit gave leaders access to the 

realm of sacra that was accessible to only a finite number of individuals. While many 

individuals may have participate in the construction of a mound, relatively few would 

have been involved in the production of prestige goods like temple statuary and shell 

ornaments; the making of these objects likely conferred some power and status to the 

producer themselves (Aoyama 2009), but also primarily to the elites and leaders to whom 

production was attached or embedded.   
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Trenches excavated into the flank of Mound D suggest the first mound stage was 

quite small and composed of dense silty clay with a silty clay platform or patio around 

the western flank. This first mound stage was first built anywhere between A.D. 1100 to 

1300 and on a landscape that was occupied as early as A.D. 300-500. This landform was 

deposited by the Mississippi River at some point between 250 B.C. and 700 B.C. These 

dates derive from OSL and AMS samples. Three additional stages of Mound D were 

defined through excavation, the penultimate stage defining the majority of the current 

shape of the mound, and the fourth comprising a fairly minor final mantle.   

Stage II of Mound D was likely double conical in form, a Middle Woodland 

mound shape not commonly found during the Mississippi period (Mainfort Jr 1988). 

Sediment coring data presented in previous chapters suggest Stage II of Mound D was 

double conical and provide a model or testable hypothesis that should be evaluated in the 

future with excavation trenches. A double conical mound form is currently present on the 

Carson landscape, in the form of Mound E (Figure 3.7). Conical mounds generally 

predate platform mounds and are typically thought of as “tombs or monuments of 

uncertain function” (Lindauer and Blitz 1997:171; Russo 1994). Conical mounds, ridge-

shaped mounds, and platform mounds are commonly found at Mississippian sites, 

however, the platform mound is most prevalent. Additional and extensive excavations 

will be necessary to understand the meaning and function of the double conical mound 

known as Mound E, and the double conical mound that was eventually covered by a 

truncated pyramidal mound in the case of Mound D.  This dissertation focuses on the 

social and political functions of a platform mound, Mound D, at Carson. No cultural 

material capable of being radiocarbon dated was recovered from Stage II.  
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Charcoal samples from Stage III of Mound D all date to the Late Woodland 

period, between A.D. 1000 and 1175. This fill dirt must come from parts of the landscape 

with cultural occupations predating the Mississippian occupation. Charcoal from the top 

of Stage III dates from between AD 1450 and 1600. Dating the beginning of construction 

for Stage III is difficult based on the absence of radiocarbon dates from Stage II, but 

construction of Stage III must postdate stage I and II. However, slopewash deposits over 

Stage I from Stage II indicate the Stage II surface was left exposed long enough for 

veneers on the slopes to wash down and collect on the toe and ground surface of Mound 

D. Consequently, there was a period of stasis in the eventual construction of Mound D at 

Carson, the timing of which is difficult to evaluate, between stages II and III. Following 

recent data that suggests large earthen monuments can be built quite rapidly (Ortmann 

and Kidder 2013:75), it is possible Stage III could have been built relatively early in the 

Mississippi period or perhaps around AD 1300, a date stemming from a postmold 

identified on the Stage III summit under Structure 1.1. Based on radiocarbon dates from 

Structure 1.1, the terminus ante quem of Stage III can be placed at around A.D. 1500 to 

1600. A final fourth mantle placed over Stage III must postdate the late 1500s or early 

1600s, however, no samples for radiocarbon dating have been recovered from Stave IV. 

Stage III of Mound D was built quickly and it was the construction of this mound 

stage that speaks to the ability of leaders to coordinate large-scale labor projects. The 

timing of construction at Mound D permits us to understand scale and organization of 

construction. The volume of all of Mound D is 11,665.218 m3 and a large proportion of 

this volume comes from Stage III, as appears evident in the trench excavations and 

sediment cores. However, Stage III was significantly different in shape from Stage II and 
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it expanded upon the footprint of the mound. Based on the generally homogenous 

sedimentary deposits comprising Stage III mound fill, basically just light brown silt 

loams and the absence of artifacts in the fill, it is likely that this mound stage was built 

quickly using sediments from a part of the site that did not have a significant occupation. 

These kinds of rapidly built mound stages with uniform soils and few artifacts have been 

documented previously, like at Mound A at the Late Woodland-period Coles Creek-

culture Feltus site (personal communication, Kassabaum 2014) and at the Caddo Valley 

mound in Arkansas (Trubitt 2009:242), and the construction of these large mound stages 

is indicative of group-oriented chiefly power strategies. Large numbers of laborers would 

have been necessary to move dirt uniformly from a single deposit and to build a mound 

stage without any evidence of basketloading, sheet washes, and rain-sorted silts, evidence 

indicative of rapid mound construction (see also Ortmann and Kidder 2013). The final 

stage of Mound D, Stage IV, was quite small and it was perhaps quite small because 

power strategies had shifted from group-oriented to individualizing, as evident from 

indications of craft production from Structure 1.1 built on the Stage III summit.     

 

Crafting on the Mound D Summit  

 

I identify the presence of craft production on the Mound D summit through 

material culture, thin-section analysis, and microwear studies. These three lines of inquiry 

have all produced data indicative of crafting wooden and shell objects, most likely temple 

statuary and shell beads and gorgets. I do not make any assumptions here about 

specialization or standardization given I only have one context to evaluate and no 

finished objects were recovered. Specialization is a mode of production contingent upon 
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full-time dedication to a singular task and is generally only identified in agricultural 

economies or where gathered foods are readily abundant (Arnold and Munns 1994; Clark 

and Parry 1990a; Costin 1991). Standardization is often a result of manufacturing 

economies where full-time producers and specialists are seeking the most economic 

means to produce goods (Hill 1979; Rice et al. 1981). Temple statuary and other items of 

the MIIS are commonly found in mound contexts (Lindauer and Blitz 1997:184-184); 

otherwise they are not found frequently at, suggesting they were made at fairly small 

scale of production and, consequently, with little standardization. Rather, they were made 

by artisans who had their own unique styles, and the uniqueness of their craft items was 

likely important and emphasized. Understanding whether the craft producer on the 

mound summit was a full-time specialist will require additional data and more research 

(see Muller 1984), however, it is possible to suggest that whoever was making craft 

goods on the mound summit, they were doing so because they possessed great skill, and 

because their production locus was isolated to the mound summit, they were attached or 

embedded to an elite or set of elites that had appropriated the mound summit.   

Material culture associated with craft production from the summit structure comes 

in the form of lithic artifacts (n=42), microdrills, microblades, and chisels, recovered 

from the summit structure (see Chapter 6 for a detailed review; Table 6.6). Generally 

speaking, relatively few artifacts were found, and the crafting argument is supported by 

the recovery of only four chisels and six microdrills. Three of these chisels come from a 

pit that was a cache or storage area for chisels, indicating some long-term planning and 

preparation by the craft producer. I believe this low artifact count is a direct result of 

intentional cleaning of the structure prior to it burning down, a well-documented practice 



321 

 

across the globe and in the southeastern United States (Akkermans and Verhoeven 1995; 

Bankoff and Winter 1979; Hally 2002; Stevanović 1997; Trubitt 2009:241). The burning 

of Structure 1.1 was intentional, and is consistent with the paucity of artifacts recovered 

through excavation. Had the structure burned accidentally, a far greater number of 

artifacts would have been recovered, both in areas directly around the structure, and on 

the structure floor between the burned roof members and collapsed walls. Finally, the 

structure was located on the southwest corner of the mound, not on the central portion of 

the summit or in a place of prominence. Rather, the structure was relegated to the 

southwest corner, which I believe speaks volumes about the status of the craft producer 

and how elites/leaders at Mound D conceptualized the producer’s social status – the 

production of prestige goods, and the makers themselves, on this summit are clearly the 

province of elites.  

The microdrills recovered from Structure 1.1 and from nearby contexts are 

remarkably similar to drills recovered from earlier investigations at Carson and from 

extensive research on the Cahokia microlithic technology, and microlithic technology in 

general,  manifest across the southeastern United States (Ensor 1991; Jackson 2003; 

Johnson 1987; Morse and Sierzchula 1977; Schnell et al. 1981; Yerkes 1983, 1989, 

1991). The microdrills from Johnson’s Carson study, as well as mine from Structure 1.1, 

are all made from tabular Burlington chert, a material characteristic of Crescent Quarry 

sources and lithic technologies from Cahokia (Johnson 1987:188; Koldehoff and Brennan 

2010).  

These microlithic tools were evaluated for use-wear by Dr. Charlotte Pevny (R.C. 

Goodwin and Associates). Methods of analysis follow established procedures (Waters et 
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al. 2011; Goodwin et al. 2013; Wiederhold and Pevny 2013). Artifacts were cleaned with 

an emulsifying agent and placed in a sonic cleaner for 10 minutes to remove any residues. 

Methyl alcohol was applied to remove oily residues from flake surfaces, which usually 

occurs during handling. Artifacts then were examined using a Nikon AZ100 microscope 

with magnifications ranging from 5x to 320x. The AZ100 provided the advantages of 

stereo- and compound microscopes in a single instrument. Artifacts were scanned to 

record macro- and microflaking patterns, and to observe edge or arris (ridges made by the 

intersection of two flake removals) rounding, and striations.  

Seven definitive tools were identified by Pevny, including drills, a borer, and 

chisels. Also recovered were the hafted portions of drill bits, the part of the drill that 

would have been attached via cord and mastic to a spinning component. The relationships 

between wear patterns on microlithic drills and the actions they result from was tested via 

experimental research and compared to several other experimental studies (Yerkes 1983, 

1989, Yerkes 1993). Sievert’s (1994:152) analogical corollaries between tools, actions, 

and finished products was also used to interpret the material finds. Consequently, 

experimental research, photographs from Yerkes’ publications, and Sievert’s study were 

useful in interpreting finds from Structure 1.1.  

One microdrill (FS 1a3) was recovered from a context near Structure 1.1. This 

microdrill is shown in Figure 7.1. This small tool fragment that probably was used 

intensively as a drill. Further, it may have been used on both ends, though one end is the 

more obvious drill “bit” based on polishing and rounding (Figure 7.2). At either end of 

the tool, the flake removals on the three edges of the triangularly shaped blade extend in 

the direction expected for a tool used with a rotary motion. Also, both ends (extending 
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about one-third of the way toward the center for a total of two-thirds of the tool) are well-

rounded. In contrast, there is no rounding in the middle third of the tool fragment and 

only two edges are flaked in this area because this center portion of the tool did not come 

into contact with the worked material. This tool and its wear patterns are comparable to 

microdrills shown in Figure 5C (Yerkes 1983:509) and Figure 1 (Yerkes 1993:236).  

The other end of FS# 1a3 (top of Figure 7.1) has two larger flake removals that 

'interrupt' the step flaking along the edge; on the third side, where one would expect 

another fractured/flaked surface, there is no flaking to interrupt a highly rounded and 

used edge. This rounding could be related to hafting though it seems extreme for dulling 

the edge for hafting. The degree of rounding is the same as the opposite, obvious bit end. 

It is likely this tool was used as a drill at both ends before it was discarded.  

The step fractures observed on the edges of this tool fragment usually are 

associated with harder worked materials like wood, shell, and bone. However, the degree 

of rounding—in some areas the step-terminated flake scars have been completely 

obliterated (rounded/smoothed over)—suggests continued contact with the use material 

past an initial stage of use damage (i.e., step fractures). It could be that continued 

contact/friction as the tool bit drills through the shell causes the rounding. Yerkes 

(1993:236) mentions that Cahokia mussel shell beads range in thickness from “wafer 

thin” to nearly 1 cm, and perhaps these thicker shell pieces caused the rounding (as 

shown in Figure 7.2).  
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Figure 7.1  Microdrill from TU2L4, FS#1a3.  The bottom portion of this drill bit is shown 

in greater detail in Figure 7.2.  
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Figure 7.2  Rounded tip of FS 1a3, 40x magnification, no flake scars remaining.  
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Tool fragments related to the microdrill (FS# 1a3) are hafted drill segments (FS#’s 

3a861, 2A795 and 3a683-1) and they are shown in Figure 7.3. These are not identified as 

micolithic drills because there was no flaking from use wear on the interior surface – 

based on the spinning motion of drills, these flake removals should have been present. 

Rather, rounding and flake removals were identified that appear to be related to haft or 

wear from handling. For these potentially hafted fragments, all the flaking is located 

along the lateral edges on the exterior surface. Therefore, these three fragments may be 

the proximal or haft portions of tools similar in style to Jaketown perforators (see Yerkes 

1983:504). 3a861 was found in shovel test 2, directly adjacent to the structure. 2a795 was 

found in TU8. Fragments numbered 3a683 were found in TU15 level 1.  

Another tool was identified as a small borer (FS# 3a548) and is shown Figure 7.4. 

A microdrill with highly polished and rounded edges is shown below it – this tool is 

enigmatic because all evidence of flake removals has been polished or eroded away.  I 

believe this is due to extensive use, likely the result of drilling relatively soft materials, 

perhaps including softer woods, leather, and/or animal/human tissues, but these 

relationships need to be empirically demonstrated. The small borer is shown in the top of 

the image, with an inset image of the tip at 40x magnification. All of the surfaces of the 

specimen are highly rounded and polished (both proximal and distal ends and everything 

in between). The proximal end was purposefully shaped into a “v” using small flake 

removals; both edges of the “v” are extremely abraded. This tool seems heavily used and 

curated. It might be suggested that the rounding was caused by repeated use from a 

human hand and that it was a handheld tool.  
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Figure 7.3  Hafted portions of microdrills. Clockwise from top.  FS#’s 3a683, 3a861, 

2a795. Each object is shown with its dorsal and ventral surface.   
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Figure 7.4  Top of image shows a small borer and an inset of the tip zoomed in at 40x 

magnification. The lower part of the image shows a highly polished and worn microdrill.  
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The step fractures near the small projection in the top of the picture might imply the tool 

was used to work harder materials. Both of these tools were found in TU20 Level 1.  

Several of the microblades and microblade fragments show evidence of wear and 

polish indicative of wood and/or shell working.  These tools come from Structure 1.1 or 

nearby.  I would suggest the presence of these tools and the amount of wear on the tools 

is indicative that the summit structure was used for the production of craft goods. Based 

on what is known from the historic and archaeological record, it is likely that wooden 

statuary and shell ornaments were being made on this mound summit. That this structure 

was located on the summit is a good indication that craft production was linked, 

embedded, or attached to elites who were associated with that mound summit (see also 

Ensor 1991:33).  Based on her analysis of Burlington chert microdrills, Pevny has 

suggested that the tools were all used on hard materials, perhaps shell and wood, although 

more experimental work is needed in order to make a more definitive assertion. Yerkes 

(1987) believes that the Jaketown perforators were used on a variety of materials, while 

the Cahokia microdrills were used on shell. The Cahokia drills had a regular pattern of 

striations. Pevny did not observe any striations on any of the 10 artifacts analyzed, 

however, several (n=5), showed evidence of extensive use and polishing. This amount of 

abrasion and polish would have removed any traces of striations and further experimental 

word will be needed to determine what kinds of drilling would leave such a polish. 

Currently the data suggest some kind of drilling and craft production occurred inside of 

Structure 1.1, however, the exact nature of these activities was not fully resolved by the 

micro-wear analysis since no use-wear patterns were found that were comparable to the 

striations identified by Yerkes.   
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Another tool type, the chisel, was found in Structure 1.1. Mississippian chisels are 

woodworking tools that are primarily and best utilized for fine-grained and detailed 

woodworking (Brown 1996b, 1997; Sievert 1994; Wilson 2001). They are generally quite 

smaller than celts and the finds from Carson are anywhere from five to nine centimeters 

in length and they have a flat side and a concave side (Figure 7.6). These tools were 

hafted onto wooden stakes at an acute angle, pointed at the user (see Figure 7.7). Both 

Sievert and Wilson suggest these tools would have best been utilized to making temple 

statuary and wooden masks, like those found at Spiro (Brown 1996b:532-534).  Four 

chisels were recovered from Structure 1.1 and this quantity, while small, should be 

considered meaningful, especially considering three were found in a cache pit.   

Two specimens were analyzed in detail by Pevny (FS#’s 3a1035 and 3a1036; 

Figure 7.6). Both are quite similar to one another. In terms of tool manufacture, a crest or 

ridge was purposefully created on the exterior/upper surface of the tool, perhaps to 

strengthen the haft. Two long, blade-like flakes were removed from the exterior surface 

to thin the bit. The interior surface was thinned perpendicular to the longitudinal axis of 

the tool. Most flake removals on this face are >2 mm from the edge and most terminate in 

step fracture. None of this flaking is very uniform in terms of size (flake length) or shape. 

In terms of tool use and re-sharpening, there is very little use-related flaking on the bit of 

both tools, suggesting they were only lightly used before the structure burned. There is no 

flaking in the center of the bit, just the two blade-like flake scars on the exterior surface; 

these removals may have been used to thin and to re-sharpen the bit. There are minor 

bifacial step-terminated flake removals on the bit edge near the corners (on either side of 

the center).  
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Figure 7.5  Artifacts, Raw materials, and associated actions (Sievert 1994:152).  
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Figure 7.6  Top photograph shows dorsal surface of chisels, bottom shows ventral 

surface.  
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One of the chisel bits had evidence of unifacial modification along the center of 

the bit edge. Small step fractures along one lateral edge may have been caused by raking 

the edge to dull it (without abrasion). Figure 7.7 shows evidence of possible hafting wear 

on one of the chisels, suggesting the tool was mounted onto a wooden handled 

implement, and hafted at an acute angle towards the user.   

Additional evidence for craft production comes from the micromorphological 

evaluation of samples cut out of the Structure 1.1 house floor. House floor samples were 

thin-sectioned and analyzed under a light microscope and scanned at high-resolution to 

identify microartifacts in the sedimentary matrix of the compacted house floor (Courty et 

al. 1989; Goldberg and Macphail 2003; Livingood and Cordell 2009; Sherwood et al. 

1995). Processing of the samples is currently ongoing; David Abbott of the MDAH is 

conducting all thin-sectioning of the artifacts on a strictly volunteer basis. These house 

floor samples were fired beyond a bisque-clay state during the burning of the structure. If 

the structure had not burned, it would have been possible to dissolve these samples in the 

deionized water and pass them through geologic sieves. 
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Figure 7.7  Ventral, interior midsection showing possible haft wear in the form of 

microflaking crushing and rounding along the ridges where the tool may have been 

hafted. 30x magnification.  
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Only one sample of the structure floor has currently been processed and it shows 

evidence of microflakes of Burlington chert embedded within the sedimentary matrix 

(Figure 7.8). This identification was made based on the known visual characteristics of 

calcined bone, unburned bone, grog, limestone, and shell in pottery thin-sections 

(Livingood and Cordell 2009; Neff 2008; Ortmann and Kidder 2004). Eliminating these 

possibilities and based on the idea that stone tools used for drilling and chiseling will 

produce characteristic and identifiable microdebitage, it is clear that the white inclusion 

shown in Figure 7.8 is a microflake of Burlington chert that was likely produced through 

drilling and/or incising (De Lucia 2013; Dunnell and Stein 1989; Fladmark 1982b; Hull 

1987). Sweeping and habitually cleaning the inside of this structure left little 

macroartifactual evidence of production. However, these actions, in addition to walking, 

likely led to numerous microartifacts becoming embedded within the structure floor.  

While the finished goods would not have remained behind the structure, and the 

macroartifacts from production would have been swept away, it appears that the 

microartifacs have stuck around in the floor. Consequently, these thin-section data 

suggest that continued thin-sectioning of floor samples will continue to produce 

promising results.  
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Figure 7.8  Three different views of thin-sections from sample 13 from the Structure 1.1 

floor. White inclusions (circled in red) are Burlington chert microflakes that spalled off of 

microdrills during use.   
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Summary  

 

  In all, several lines of data are used to argue for group-oriented and 

individualizing strategies for power at Carson’s Mound D. The rapid construction of 

Stage III indicates elites were able to procure a large amount of labor, and their ability to 

garner this labor speaks to their skills as leaders, as well as the solidarity and communitas 

of mound construction (Knight 1986:680; Turner 1969). Individualizing modes of power 

were also utilized by elites at Carson, as made evident through the mound summit 

architecture, the production of goods on the southwest mound corner, the presence of 

chisels and drills with polish and microwear, and microdebitage from drill use embedded 

in the structure floor. All of these lines of evidence point to powerful leaders and the 

strategies they employed to exert their will over a populace. During the Mississippi 

period, the northern Yazoo Basin was full of competing mounded villages and polities 

that were primus inter pares, or first among equals (Kidder 1998:180). Competition was 

likely intense, and occupations at these varying sites were short, sometimes as little as 

one hundred years (Connaway 1984; Haley 2014; Kassabaum et al. 2011; Nelson 2006; 

Nelson 2014). However, occupation and mound building at Carson span the entire 

Mississippi period, over 400 years of mound construction and village life out of a 

settlement spanning 1.6 kilometers and with evidence of well over 80 earthen mounds, 

the majority of which are gone today. How might one make sense of Carson in this 

competitive Yazoo landscape? The following discussion addresses this question.   

 Stratigraphic data suggest that Mound D at Carson was built to withstand cycles 

of geological, social, and political change. This site was long-lived, and it had a long 
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history of leadership that functioned out of and through monumental contexts. 

Excavations reveal that the mound was built in four stages, the most significant of which 

are Stages II and III. These were massive stages that were built as landmarks to leaders 

who, despite rapid changes in the courses of the Mississippi River, floods that inundated 

entire viewsheds and plains, and competition from rival polities, were able to provide 

both intangible and tangible benefits to a population that in exchange participated in 

mound construction, agriculture, and the production of prestige goods. Evidence of 

water-lain silts against the flanks of Mound D suggest flood-waters only occasionally 

covered the site; Carson was high-ground atop a natural crevasse splay, and as such, 

conferred significant advantages over other towns in lower lying areas. By virtue of a 

long-occupied landform, leadership, power, and hierarchies have opportunities to become 

entrenched and codified. Many large earthen mounds were constructed at Carson, the 

construction of which began around A.D. 1200, contemporary with the construction of 

extensive village components and domestic residences. Geologically, all of these features 

are constructed over a singular event, a crevasse splay that underlies the landform and 

which likely emanated from a Mississippi River channel, the scar of which is still evident 

today to the west of Mound A and the Carson village. Consequently, it might be 

reasonable to assume that mound building and domestic life all began at Carson as part of 

a coeval process, and that all of the architecture at the site represents the remains of a 

singular polity lasting over 300 years. Therefore, what we have at Carson is a long 

history of occupation, mound building, and centralized leadership.   

Furthermore, as I have argued earlier, mounds are themselves sacra, and the 

building of Mound D by non-elites could likely have provided intangible social benefits. 
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The intangibles could extend to the ideological domain, whereby Carson’s leaders were 

able to ensure the continuation of ritual and calendrical cycles, as well as to the domain 

of tangibles like protection from raiding, warfare, and subsistence buffers through 

organized food storage. Furthermore, the elevation of the Carson landform protected the 

site from much of the more destructive flooding that would have been quite common in 

the springtime. The locating of Mississippian mounds on this landscape was not 

fortuitous; Middle Woodland occupations are known at Carson on the basis of Dorr-

phase pottery from the ground surface, even though intact deposits have not been 

identified. Elites, perhaps recalling some ancient oral history, brought people to this 

landscape and organized/sponsored the construction of large earthen mounds at this site. 

The timing of these mounds relative to one another can and should be evaluated further, 

however, based on the contemporaneity of radiocarbon dates between Mound A and 

Mound D and the building of Carson over one geomorphic unit, I think it is reasonable to 

consider all of the architecture at Carson as tied together and representative of one 

powerful political unit. Leaders at Carson were able to maintain the relevance of a site, its 

mounds, and its peoples for over 400 years. Certainly leadership changed hands over this 

timespan and strategies of power likely shifted and forth from group-oriented to 

individualizing, yet through these changes, the site and its mounds persisted in a dynamic 

riparian landscape characterized by rapidly forming and disappeared landscapes.  

Another component to the permanence of Carson in this competitive landscape of 

primus inter pares polities is the control of production of Mississippian sacra. As is 

evident on the Mound D summit, excavations have uncovered a structure with evidence 

of crafting, including material culture such as microlithic Burlington chert drills and 
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gravers and Citronelle gravel chisels. These drilling and engraving tools could potentially 

have been used to make a variety of items related to the MIIS, many of which are prestige 

goods items. Polish on the tips of these drills suggests that medium-hard materials, like 

wood, may have been worked. As suggested by Wilson and Sievert (Sievert 1994; 

Wilson 2001), the Citronelle chisels would also have been used for fine-scale 

woodworking, likely to manufacture idols, statuary, and wooden masks, objects of 

Mississippian sacra, and the tools by which Mississippian elites used to command power.  

Initial micromorphology studies suggest drilling using tools made of Burlington chert 

occurred in this summit structure.   

Consequently, dual-modes or dual-strategies of power were wielded by elites at 

Carson’s Mound D – both group-oriented strategies directed at motivating non-elites to 

participate in the mound construction and individualizing-strategies emphasizing prestige 

goods items and MIIS sacra like temple statuary and masks.  Through these dual-modes 

leaders were able to wield power, and perhaps through these two methods, they were able 

to gain status and maintain it over a period of several hundred years and for much longer 

than competing polities in the region that rose and fell quickly.   

 



341 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 8  

 

Concluding Thoughts on Monumentality and the Built Environment 

 

The advantage of an archaeological approach is the time depth it permits over 

historical documentation. On the other hand, historical writing provides descriptive 

snapshots into very specific moments and encounters, often colored by the viewpoints of 

its writers, but nevertheless, rich in detail. Both allow unique and thought-provoking 

perspectives on the ancient past, and herein, they are both utilized to understand the 

complex ways in which leadership is wielded. In this research, I have engaged with 

literature on the archaeological and ethnographic study of chiefdoms to understand how 

power can be wielded and how it becomes manifest in instances of unstable 

environmental, political, and social unrest. This dissertation and my research at the 

Carson site evaluates the development of the natural and cultural landscape and examines 

archaeological and geomorphic data to understand social, political, and economic 

dynamics at the site. In particular, I have been focused on the construction of large 

earthen mounds and the activities that took place on mound summits. For this 
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dissertation, I have focused on Mound D in particular, but future work should address all 

of these questions at the other five large monuments at the site. 

My work explores the ways in which leaders compel, convince, or collaborate 

with non-elites to build large earthen mounds and participate in networks of trade and 

exchange. Many scholars have suggested that social differences between elites and non-

elites are often manifest in the ability of some individuals to garner labor for large-scale 

social works and landscape modification projects (Earle 1997, 2001; Helms 1979, 1992, 

1998; Kirch 1984, 1994). Charismatic individuals, call them leaders or chiefs, often use 

group-oriented or individualizing strategies to bolster claims to power (Blanton et al. 

1996; Kristiansen and Rowlands 1998; Renfrew et al. 1974:74), the former utilizing 

communal labor and the latter the acquisition of individual wealth and prestige goods. 

However, power is not often uncontested, and it is important to remember that non-elites 

and individuals in un-circumscribed landscapes like the LMV, where multiple 

floodplains, rivers, and arable are abundant, can often vote with their feet and walk way.   

Many scholars have addressed the contested nature of power and contexts in 

which resistance to leadership results in unique social and cultural developments (Cobb 

1993; Pauketat 2001; Stein 2002). I accept that specific archaeological cases may not 

necessarily “fit” within specific theoretical boxes and that the pathways to power are 

often complex and necessarily historically contingent. As Adam Smith has written on 

Timur’s Samarkand, that 14th century Silk Road capital, “…the built environment of 

Samarkand… [was] simultaneously constituted, and was itself constituted by, Timurid 

authority. Samarkand’s buildings do provide us with a sense of Timur’s might, not as an 

absolute index of social evolutionary development  or a general lexicon of human 
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expressive aesthetics but as an instrument for establishing physical, expressive, and 

imagined political relationships” (Smith 2003:272). The dialectic between the city and its 

people was both created and complicated by the complex interpersonal relationships 

between leaders, elites, traders, producers, and, quite generically, commoners – Smith is 

suggesting through interaction, negotiation, and contestation, that the built landscape of 

the city was itself a real and imagined political entity, continually made and remade by 

those human, man-made, and natural components of empire.  

Group-oriented and individualizing perspectives on leadership have been 

appropriately critiqued and modified (see for example Crumley 1995; Levy 1982, 1995; 

Smith 2003), yet they also provide readily usable categories that can be a valuable 

heuristics for understanding variations in leadership amongst complex societies. Power is 

certainly contested in all societies in a process that is negotiated on interpersonal levels. 

The limitations of group-oriented/individualizing and corporate-network models are their 

inability to delimit what actually compels individuals and/or followers to engage in 

relationships with elites and what the identities of these elites and non-elites actually 

were. Furthermore, these perspectives temptingly dichotomize the past into categorical 

units, elite/non-elite, group/individual, and power/tribute, and in reality, events and 

societies in the past were likely far more complex. This research engages with models of 

leadership emphasizing group-oriented and individualizing strategies of leadership while 

also engaging with agent-centered studies of the past to develop an interpretive 

framework for the historically-contingent development of Carson’s monumental 

landscape.  
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Documentary accounts of native monumentality dating from the mid-sixteenth 

century and seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries in the midcontinental and 

southeastern United States provided another dataset on native social organization.  In 

chapter 2 I described the native provinces of Casqui, Pacaha, Quiz Quiz, and Quigualtam 

using narratives written by several individuals who were present during the Hernando de 

Soto expedition. I also described native societies from later French documents. Most 

notable is that the powerful native polities described by Biedma, Ranjel, Elvas, and 

Garcilaso (all on the Soto expedition except for the latter) are absent during the late-

seventeenth century French expeditions into the region. These powerful polities all 

collapsed after Soto, speaking to the precarious and delicate nature of hierarchy at that 

time. Subsequent reorganization lead to the historically-known confederacies and tribal 

units known as the Natchez, Tunica, and Chickasaw, among others.  

The documentary accounts also describe temple architecture on the summits of 

large earthen mounds. On the summits of earthen mounds, temples housed ancestral 

bones and wooden statuary representative of ritually-powerful leaders (Barnett 2007; 

Brown 1990, 1996; Hudson 2007; Knight 1986). The provinces of Pacaha, Talimeco, and 

the Natchez all have villages with mounds, and mounds with summit temples containing 

wooden statuary and ancestral bones.  Within these provinces, social and political 

hierarchies within communities were centered at mounds. I am particularly interested in 

the descriptions of temple statuary and of mound summit architecture, especially 

considering the material and architectural finds recovered at Carson’s Mound D.   
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The mounds and settlements at Carson were built in the northern Yazoo Basin, a 

dynamic floodplain landscape of the Mississippi River. With well over 80 mounds 

arranged over a one-mile (1.6 km) crevasse splay landform, Carson exhibits evidence of 

significant occupations and large-scale mound construction. In terms of expanse, the site 

is smaller than Cahokia but larger than Moundville and Etowah, three of the other most 

well-known and important Mississippian culture sites. Research has been focused at these 

other sites for generations now, and while Carson has been well-known in the literature 

for over one hundred years, only limited archaeological research has been conducted until 

quite recently. Much of this recent work has been focused on a village component to the 

site, and the 80+ mounds have remained largely unexplored.   

Consequently, little of this mound construction is understood from a scientific 

perspective. In chapters four and five, I presented elements of my research focused on 

Mound D. Based on sediment coring and trench excavation conducted since 2009, I have 

uncovered a four-stage construction sequence. Generally speaking, construction at 

Carson’s Mound D proceeded in fits and starts until the final form of the monument was 

achieved, taking at least 400 years to occur. Mound D was one monument amongst at 

least five others. If other components of the built landscape are included, the site as a 

whole contained approximately six large monuments, and eighty small earthen house 

mounds. The temporality of all these architectural components is not yet known and 

much of this landscape has been terraformed in recent times. This project has explored 

the timing and pace of construction at Mound D, finding that Stages I and II were 

relatively small compared to the final form, and that Stage III resulted in the large, 

pentangular, flat-topped evident today. Stage IV was a relatively minor late-stage mantle 
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likely added very late in prehistory, perhaps as late as the early 17th century. Over some 

flanks of mound Stage III, coarse sandy loam deposits were identified, and defined as 

low-intensity flood deposits. Combined with flood deposits flanking Mound C and coarse 

sandy deposits identified in sediment cores, it seems likely that spring floods covered the 

landscape of house mounds, bringing Mississippi River waters up to the flanks of 

Carson’s mounds. 

In chapter 6, I presented my mound summit excavations. Excavations on the 

mound summit uncovered evidence for several overlapping structures. The most intact 

structure was square and approximately 42.25 m2. Located on the southwest corner of the 

Stage III mound summit, this building was used by a craft producer or producers who 

produced shell ornaments and wooden objects, likely statues and masks, for elite 

members of the Carson community. Micromorphological analyses of samples from the 

floor of a structure on the summit of Mound D have identified evidence of flakes from 

tools used to craft such items. Although no finished products were recovered, microwear 

studies on the microlithic drills confirm they were used for drilling and working shell. At 

least one chisel shows evidence of being hafted.  

How might these finds be used to understand the group-oriented and 

individualizing strategies of leadership and “constellations of political authority” at 

Carson (Smith 2005)? First and foremost, Carson has a well-established relationship with 

Cahokia, as seen through the recovery of ceramics and raw lithic material known to 

originate from the region (Johnson 1986; Lansdell 2009). The microlithic technology at 

Carson belongs to a galaxy of tool production and crafting that is deeply embedded 

within Mississippian ideology and cosmology (Ensor 1991; Knight 1986; Reilly et al. 
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2007). This industry was controlled from a seat of power on Mound D, the largest earthen 

monument at Carson, and by volume, one of the larger monuments of the Mississippian 

Southeast (see Blitz and Livingood 2007; Payne 1994). Adam Smith cautions against 

drawing direct indexical values about power and leadership from size of monuments; 

nevertheless, the clean and homogenous fill and the absence of rain-sorted lenses in Stage 

III suggests the mound was constructed rapidly (Ortmann and Kidder 2013; Sherwood 

and Kidder 2011). Hunter-gatherers and egalitarian societies are known to have built 

large monuments (Burger and Rosenswig 2012; Gibson 2004; Pozorski and Pozorski 

2008), and early hunter-gatherer societies did in fact build such monuments in the LMV 

(see Kidder 2002), however, the meaning of monumental earthworks changed as the rates 

of mound construction and the numbers of mounded settlements expands dramatically at 

around A.D. 1200 (Brain 1978). This explosion of monumentality can perhaps be 

compared to Cahokia’s Big Bang, the early second millennium phenomenon that is 

thought to represent the emergence of Cahokia out of an increasingly multiethnic milieu 

in and around the river bottoms near modern-day St. Louis (Pauketat and Emerson 1997; 

Pauketat 2007). Consequently, both Carson and Cahokia both share a history of 

emergence in monumentality, as well as a material and technological connection through 

the production and use of microlithic Burlington chert tools. These developmental 

parallels do much to tie together the role of leadership and hierarchy in the construction 

of Carson’s mounds, especially Mound D. In addition to evidence of powerful personages 

recovered from Cahokia’s Mound 72 (Brown 2003), the processes of development at 

Cahokia, Moundville, and Etowah point to a pattern of elites increasingly distancing 

themselve from commoners. Therefore, although monuments can appear morphologically 
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similar among egalitarian and hierarchical societies, at Carson, like at other large 

Mississippian sites, the monuments were the domain of powerful elites because of their 

own contingent histories. Furthermore, historical evidence also suggests that elites 

controlled mounds and their summits. Early European expeditions noted the use and 

control of mound summits by chiefs, elites, and by ritually-important leaders (e.g. Barnett 

2007; Hudson 1997). Many of the examples of mound summit use provided in Chapter 2 

serve to support the assertion that Mississippian mounds were the domains of elites who 

sponsored their construction and dominated through their summits.  

Temples on mound summits were often constructed to house ancestral bones, to 

house statuary perhaps representative of ritually-powerful leaders, and to provide loci for 

activities restricted to an exclusively elite domain (Barnett 2007; J. Brown 1990, 1996; 

Hudson 2007; Knight 1986). The temples on mounds at Pacaha, Talimeco, and the Grand 

Village all were settings for statuary and ancestor worship, and all were settings for 

activities involving elite members of each community. The temple statuary is of 

particular interest and concern here, given the tools used to make these items of 

Mississippian sacra were found in Structure 1.1. Whether working wooden or stone 

statuary, the chisels provide solid evidence of crafting inside of a building on the mound 

summit, and consequently, evidence of production being isolated within an elite context.  

The relationship between mound summits and elite status is explored a bit later in this 

summary, but I would like to note that this summit structure and the context for the 

production of statuary and other components of Mississippian sacra was isolated to a 

small area on the southeast corner of Mound D. While this was certainly a segregated 

space kept separate from non-elite areas of the site, it was perhaps not a place of honor or 
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veneration associated directly with social hierarchy. Rather, the manufacture of goods on 

this summit lent the craft producer, perhaps an attached specialist, some degree of status 

that was held in direct affiliation with a Mississippian elite.  

Through these two modes, craft production and mound construction, elites at 

Carson had available multiple pathways by which to acquire, manipulate, and negotiate 

power. Crafting most certainly happened in off-mound contexts (see Johnson 1986 and 

pit 210 discussion in Chapter 3) as did the construction of numerous small earthen house 

mounds. It was not the crafting or the mounds that were inherently meaningful in and of 

themselves; it was only in their monumental form and in elite contexts that they became 

embedded within elite domains and sources of power. Large earthen mounds became 

sacra through an iconic resemblance to sacred landscapes of earth islands and the earth 

diver mythopraxis (De Saussure 1964; Kidder 2012; Knight 1986; Peirce 1998; Rees 

2012; Rodning and Mehta 2016). By appropriating sacra like mound summits and 

artifacts of the MIIS, they become emblems of authority, and by controlling the contexts 

of MIIS production, elites find ways to manage and enact power. I think it highly 

unlikely that Carson’s elites, and perhaps Mississippian leaders in general, were coercing 

or bending a population to their own whims. Rather they could draw a participatory 

populace willing to engage in mound construction, an act of labor that was fundamentally 

domestic and practiced at the household (as made evident in the 1894 map, covered with 

roughly eighty small domestic house mounds), but when ritually-charged, it became an 

act of solidarity, capable of enhancing communitas (Turner 1969), and reminiscent of the 

same ritual process of the earth diver myth as preserved by oral traditions (Knight 2006; 

Mooney 1900; Swanton 1995). As previous studies have shown, the building of small 
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domestic mounds was a household process, but at the largest sites, and with the largest 

mounds, the rules governing their construction were anything but domestic (Blitz and 

Livingood 2004; Lindauer and Blitz 1997).  

By turning to descriptions of native societies in the historic record, I think it is 

reasonable to suggest that Mississippian leaders were able to draw considerable power 

from mound summits and summit architecture. From Father Davion and Le Page du 

Pratz’s descriptions of Natchez temple architecture and the use of mound summit spaces 

by elites in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, it is possible to draw a 

direct relationship between elites, hierarchy, and the utilization of mound summits among 

historic Native groups. It is likely this relationship existed historically, especially during 

the time period in which Spanish conquistadors were traveling through the southeastern 

United States. There are descriptions in the Soto accounts of chiefs occupying mound 

summits and of the presence of temples on some mound summits. Some of the 

chroniclers of the Soto expedition describe a temple for housing ancestral bones on a 

mound summit at Pacaha, a powerful chiefdom on the west bank of the Mississippi River 

that held Quiz Quiz as a vassal polity. By destroying the mound summit temple at Pacaha 

in a direct and swift militaristic maneuver, Soto and his men, as directed by the chief of 

Casqui, stole power away from the chief of Pacaha and his followers. If this temple was 

anything like the temple at Talimeco, filled with and surrounded by ancestral bones, 

high-quality valuable items including pearls, and carved human statuary, the destruction 

of the temple at Pacaha likely did much to challenge the sacred and divine status of the 

chief and his power (Clayton et al. 1993, II: 298-306; Hudson 1997; Knight 1986). 

Consequently, it is reasonable here to suggest that powerful leaders controlled the Mound 
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D summit and that they sponsored the construction of the mound. This space was also 

used by an attached crafts producer making sacra, prestige goods objects made of shell 

and wood, and perhaps stone, that were likely decorated with MIIS imagery. Through the 

control of these ritually-charged goods, elites had a source of power that not only 

transcended both the physical domain, but also eliminated the necessity of group 

solidarity, communitas, and a participatory body of non-elites.   

Consequently, two domains of power are evident through the archaeological 

research conducted at Mound D, both group-oriented and also individualizing. They are 

not necessarily mutually exclusive, since at the very least, a small fourth mantle was 

likely added to the mound after the construction, abandonment, and burning of Structure 

1.1 and later stages of this structure, the context for craft production and the seat of 

individualizing power. Crafting, in general, was likely not isolated exclusively to the 

mound summit but the producer on the summit did possess knowledge that was extensive 

and ritually-charged, perhaps beyond that of a domestic household producer. Much like 

craft producers at Moundville, as well as at the Classic Maya site of Aguateca (Aoyama 

2009; Marcoux 2007), producers making high-quality prestige goods and ritual 

paraphernalia are known to have status because of their knowledge and association with 

elites – this was likely quite similar at Carson. Based on the high-quality serving wares 

identified in the structure, it appears no food preparation took place in the summit 

structure, but there is evidence for the consumption of food contained in finely made 

pottery. I believe it is possible to use these data to suggest that attached specialists had 

status by virtue of their association with elites and through manufacturing regalia and 

sacra for elites and leaders. As has been suggested, only certain kinds of institutions 
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sponsor the production of objects constituting sacra and support the manufacture and 

perpetuation of a representational imagery associated with sacra – in this case, a 

priesthood or guild was likely present at Carson related to the production of sacra and 

other objects reifying chiefly power (Knight 2013:6-7).  

Power at Carson was held through multiple spheres of practice, and it was likely a 

negotiated process between elites, producers, and commoners that led to the development 

of Mound D, and the institutionalization of power around the Mound D summit. Carson, 

unlike many of the Mississippian sites in the northern Yazoo Basin, was long-lived. It is 

difficult to identify one singular cause of this longevity but in a landscape of rapidly 

meandering rivers and easily flooded, inundated, and changed landforms, 400 years is a 

long time to for a landform and polity to persist. Power likely cycled between elites 

and/or kin-groups at Carson but based on the size of the monument, Mound D was likely 

of central importance, perhaps until the end of the polity given some of the later 

radiocarbon dates recovered from the summit.  

In general, this research demonstrates that different practices of power were 

related to craft production and the construction of monumental earthworks at Carson. 

Knowledge of the sacred and of Mississippian sacra is a component of power here, as is 

the production, and possession, of prestige goods. Sacra need not function as prestige 

goods, although the possession of such items would perhaps have lent status to elites, 

towns, and chiefdoms. As a category of material culture, prestige goods are objects that 

have value because of their unique composition or iconographic elements, and include 

items like engraved shell gorgets and stone tablets, and shell beads.  Future work should 

be directed at identifying the domestic residence of elites who occupied the mound 
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summit as well as any other ancillary structures where these prestige goods might be 

found. GPR and shovel testing survey demonstrated that intact deposits can be found on 

both the third and fourth mound stages, and consequently, future work should be directed 

based on the results of these surveys. It is likely that Stage III deposits and earlier 

deposits are the best preserved. Future work should also seek to identify datable deposits 

from Stage II and Stage I, either using radiocarbon dating or OSL dating. In addition, 

future research should excavate in the spaces in and around Structure 1.1, looking for 

microartifacts and production areas outside of the structure. There is significant 

remaining potential for research and excavation at Carson, and work is currently ongoing 

by myself and other universities. Carson is important for a variety of reasons and research 

should continue at this site to place it into its relevant context with other sites like 

Cahokia, Moundville, Etowah, and Spiro. At over a one kilometer long, this site is large, 

and with over prehistoric mounds, this town and settlement was large.  Evidence of 

interaction with other parts of the Mississippian world are evident through Burlington 

chert tools from the Central Mississippi Valley, Ramey Incised vessels from Cahokia, 

and Underwater Panther and Great Serpent imagery prevalent across a variety of material 

classes and across the Mississippian world. Clearly Carson was part of the broader 

Mississippian world, the question remains, how did elites at Carson relate to one another 

at the site, to non-elites at the site, to other elites across the region, and across the 

Mississippian world?  This dissertation has addressed elites at Mound D, the construction 

of the monument, and activities on the mound summit, and it has identified evidence for a 

system of leadership that engaged with both individualizing and group-oriented strategies 

of power. Future work should tie together other occupations and mounds at the site and 
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bring together a regional perspective explaining the prevalence of monumentality in the 

Mississippian in the LMV.  In addition, the Yazoo Basin of northwestern Mississippi is 

an excellent venue in which to explore the development of complexity and hierarchy in 

foraging and farming societies.  
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