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Indigenous 
archaeology:

Archaeology 
done by, for, 

about, and with 
indigenous 

communities



Land acknowledgment

• We respectfully acknowledge 
that we are on the traditional 
land of the Anikituwagi
(Cherokee) people. 

• Asheville: Togiyasdi

• Cullowhee: Judaculla’s place

• WCU campus: Tali Tsisgwayahi
Map of the ca. 140,000 square miles of territory

formerly claimed by the Cherokee Nation, and

the extent of the Cherokee Nation, 1819-1838

Map from Cherokee Heritage Trails Guidebook

Duncan and Riggs 2003, page 14



Main ideas

• The Cherokee world is bigger than you think

• The archaeological record is at once incredibly 
fragile and remarkably resilient

• Cherokee mounds and towns are not only sites of 
historical importance, but are also integral, living 
parts of the cultural landscape of the Southern 
Appalachian mountains



https://youtu.be/9GZNMBuAO9Y

Tom Belt (fluent Cherokee speaker and cultural expert)

Kituwah is:
• Our real name, what we call ourselves (Ani-Kituwah)
• Soil/earth that belongs to a third person (the 

Creator)
• The place where we put down the fire

TJ Holland (Cultural resources manager, EBCI)

• “Cosmography”
• The central fires in mounds and townhouses 

are living things

https://youtu.be/9GZNMBuAO9Y


Most Indians do not see themselves as 

merely the first in a long series of arrivals 

to North America; they see themselves as 

indigenous. And the belief in tribal 

indigeneity is crucial to understanding 

modern Indian realities. The rhetorical 

stance that Indians are merely one group 

of travelers with no greater stake than any 

other clashes with Indians’ cultural 

understanding that we have always been 

here and that our control over our place in 

the world – not to mention our control 

over the narrative and history of that 

place – has been deeply and unjustly 

eroded (Treuer 2019:28). 



Such [creation] stories explain how Indian 

peoples and Indian homelands came to 

define each other. The Diné recognize 

that they came from someplace else, just 

as Americans recognize that they came 

from someplace else and likewise 

became who they are through struggle 

and loss and hardship. Just as we might 

recognize that Americans were once 

French or English or Dutch or Italian, their 

origins don’t invalidate their claim to the 

country or alter the fact that Indians of all 

kinds were here before any colonial 

power, and remain here. (Treuer

2019:56). 



PART 1: THE ARCHAEOLOGY OF THE CHEROKEE 
HEARTLAND



Map of the ca. 140,000 square miles of territory

formerly claimed by the Cherokee Nation, and

the extent of the Cherokee Nation, 1819-1838

Map from Cherokee Heritage Trails Guidebook

Duncan and Riggs 2003, page 14



“Map of the former territorial limits of the 

Cherokee Nation of Indians.” C. C. Royce, 1884. 



18th century Cherokee towns (Duncan and Riggs 2003:17)



Newark Earthworks, Ohio Etowah Mounds, Georgia

Sapelo 

Island Shell 

Ring, 

Georgia

Monks Mound, Cahokia, Illinois



Map of the Biltmore and Garden Creek Mounds from Kimball et al. 2010:45



Garden Creek Mound 2

Middle Woodland Period (A.D. 200 – 800)

Images courtesy of UNC RLA



Nikwasi Mound (photographed 1898)

Mississippian Period 

(A.D. 1000 – 1600)

Garden Creek Mound 1, Pisgah phase

Photograph ca. 1960, courtesy of UNC RLA





1882 USGS Quad Map annotated by James Mooney, image courtesy Smithsonian Institution



Cherokee townhouse, Coweeta Creek

(A.D. 1500 – 1700) Image courtesy of 

UNC RLA

Artist’s reconstruction of Chota

townhouse, eastern Tennessee

Drawing by Tom Whyte from Schroedl

1986, Overhill Cherokee Archaeology at 

Chota-Tanase



18th century Cherokee towns (Duncan and Riggs 2003:17)



PART 2: CASE STUDIES IN RESILIENCE
KITUWAH AND NIKWASI



Cullowhee



Image from Riggs and Shumate 2003

Archaeological Survey and Testing at 

Kituwah

Kituwah Mound



Kituwah Mound in 1937.

Image courtesy NPS.
“Swimmer, the writer of 

the manuscript”

Excerpt from “Myths of 

the Cherokee” by 

James Mooney (1900)



The Kituwah Mound (Google Earth 2019)





Cullowhee



The Nikwasi Mound (31MA2) circled in white.

Note development surrounding mound (Google Earth 2019)



Nikwasi Mound

31MA2

Caffé Rel French restaurant/Hot Spot gas station.



Photo of Nikwasi Mound  (Nineteenth Annual Report of the Bureau 
of Ethnology to the Secretary of the Smithsonian Institution, 1897-
98, p. 336)











EBCI Remember the Remained Riders at Nikwasi, June 2020



Main ideas

• The Cherokee world is bigger than you think

• The archaeological record is at once incredibly 
fragile and remarkably resilient

• Cherokee mounds and towns are not only sites of 
historical importance, but are also integral, living 
parts of the cultural landscape of the Southern 
Appalachian mountains
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Dedication

• This presentation is 
dedicated to my colleague 
and mentor, TJ Holland, 
Cultural Resources Manager 
for the Eastern Band of 
Cherokee Indians

• Please consider donating to 
the TJ Holland Memorial 
Cherokee Studies 
Scholarship


