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ABSTRACT
Edmond A. Boudreaux: The Archaeology of Town Creek: Chronology, Community Patterns,
and Leadership at a Mississippian Town
(Under the direction of Vincas P. Steponaitis)

Town Creek is an archaeological site located on the Little River in Montgomery
County, North Carolina. Long-term fieldwork at Town Creek indicates that the site was
occupied at least intermittently by Native Americans for thousands of years. This
dissertation reconstructs the site’s late prehistoric through early historic period occupation
(A.D. 800 to 1650), particularly the several hundred years (A.D. 1150 to 1450) during the
Mississippian period when the community consisted of a planned town with domestic and
public spaces. Pottery and radiocarbon dates from Town Creek and several related sites are
used to refine the area’s cultural chronology and define ceramic attributes diagnostic of
different periods. The distribution of postholes, burials, and pits is analyzed and discrete
architectural units are defined from the thousands of features at Town Creek. Architecture is
dated to different periods and an occupational history consisting of five stages is defined.
Attributes of buildings are used to identify public and domestic structures within each stage.
Public architecture at Town Creek included an earthen platform mound which was
constructed around A.D. 1250, approximately 100 years after the town’s founding.

Once an occupational history is established, mortuary and ceramic data are used to

explore synchronic variation and diachronic change. Emphasis is placed on changes in the

nature of leadership roles that may have accompanied mound construction. In particular, a
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model that proposes a relationship between changes in public architecture and the
centralization of political authority in Mississippian societies is tested against the
archaeological record of Town Creek. The data indicate that changes in leadership and site
structure were associated with mound construction at Town Creek, but that these changes do

not necessarily reflect the centralization of political authority.
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Figure 1.9. 1937 photograph showing damage to the eastern part of the Town Creek mound
(RLA negative X2349).

Figure 1.10. 1940 photograph of mound excavations (note the standing profiles for recording
stratigraphy on the left side) (RLA negative 720).
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Figure 1.11. Mound excavated to the base of the first habitation level, 1940 (note the
pedestal near the center of the frame that contains Feature 57/Mg2 which was associated with
the second habitation level) (RLA negative 725).

Figure 1.12. 1940 photograph of Town Creek mound excavation (note the screen on the
mound summit) (RLA negative 734).
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exception was a 40-x-70-ft block near the center of the mound that was left unexcavated.
This block remains intact underneath the reconstructed mound.

In the parts of the Town Creek site away from the mound, deposits consisted
primarily of a layer of plowed soil above the subsoil with archaeological features visible in
the latter. In a few parts of the site, an undisturbed midden was encountered between the
plowzone and the subsoil. The same excavation procedure was followed for virtually all
nonmound excavation units (see Coe 1995:52; Reid 1985:25). First, the plowzone was
excavated by hand and screened (Figure 1.13). Next, subsoil features were documented,
which involved making traditional measured drawings and photographing each unit from a
specially constructed tower (Figure 1.14). This tower ensured that similar photographs were
taken of each unit with the intention that these photographs would one day be used to
construct a photographic mosaic of the archaeological deposits across the entire site
(Boudreaux and Davis 2002; Coe 1995:49-60; Dickens 1968). The next step for many units
was the excavation of subsoil features followed by post-excavation documentation, which
included more maps and photographs. A number of units were backfilled after they had been
photographed and subsoil features were not excavated. The purpose of this was to document
the location of archaeological features at Town Creek while preserving them for future
research (Ferguson 1995:xvi). Of the 832 nonmound excavation units at Town Creek, 424 of
them, or approximately 44%, still contain five or more unexcavated features (Figure 1.15).
When Mg?2 is considered as well, the percentage of units with five or more unexcavated
features is also about 44% (424 of 972 units). Thus, large portions of the Town Creek site

were not excavated beyond the base of the plowzone and thousands of known archaeological
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Figure 1.13. Excavating and screening plowed soil in a nonmound unit, 1957 (note the
photographic tower in the background) (RLA negative 835).

Figure 1.14. Workers positioning a mapping frame to record excavated features in
Sq. -90R30/Mg3, 1941 (RLA negative 456).
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Figure 1.15. Map showing units that contain five or more unexcavated features.
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features are preserved at the site. According to Reid (1985:25), Town Creek “exists today as
an ideal laboratory for exploring a variety of research questions.”

One area of the site that was excavated differently—through a combination of
arbitrary and natural levels—was a deep, stratified midden deposit located next to the Little
River. The site sits on a terrace above the Little River, and this stratified midden was located
along the slope of this terrace on the west bank of the river. Here, a block of 17 excavation
units was placed along the terrace slope. These excavations encountered stratified deposits
approximately 7 ft in depth. Several layers in these deposits were rich middens, one of which
was approximately 3 ft in thickness. These middens contained high densities of artifacts,
including a large assemblage of ceramic vessel portions. The riverbank excavations began
under Barton Wright in the early 1950s and were completed under the direction of Stanley

South in the late 1950s.

Publications and Research

The first description of Town Creek and its material culture was presented by Coe in
his contribution to the 1952 volume, Archeology of Eastern United States edited by James B.
Griffin. In his chapter, Coe used the materials from Town Creek to define the Pee Dee focus.
The interpretation that he offered then was that Town Creek represented a village occupied
by a group of people who had moved into the area from the south during the mid-sixteenth
century (Coe 1952). Pee Dee culture was so different from the others that had been
identified in the area that Coe was convinced it represented the movement of people from the
coast into the North Carolina Piedmont and the subsequent displacement of indigenous

groups. According to Coe (1952:308):

26



One of the best archeological records of the movement of a people in the

southeast is that of the Pee Dee Culture. It moved into the upper Pee Dee

River Valley with household and baggage about the middle of the Sixteenth

Century, forcing the Uwharrie descendants into the hills of the Piedmont.

The next works to focus on Town Creek and Pee Dee culture were by two of Coe’s
graduate students at UNC. The first of these was J. Jefferson Reid’s 1967 thesis which
presented an analysis of the pottery from the mound at Town Creek. Reid provided a
detailed description of Pee Dee pottery and documented differences in the assemblages from
superimposed strata. He also discussed several radiocarbon dates associated with submound
and mound-summit contexts. In this thesis and in a published article, Reid (1965, 1967)
noted the similarities among the pottery assemblages from Town Creek and the Irene and
Hollywood sites along the Savannah River in Georgia. Based on these similarities, Reid
(1967:65) proposed that these sites had been related prehistorically through an interaction
sphere that he called the Town Creek-Irene axis. Reid (1985) also used pottery to examine
the formation processes that affected the strata of the mound at Town Creek. Billy Oliver’s
1992 dissertation was on the Leak and Teal sites, two Pee Dee sites located near Town
Creek. Oliver’s dissertation documented his excavations at Leak and Teal, and presented a
number of radiocarbon dates from these sites (1992:Figure 40). He (Oliver 1992:240-253)
also established a chronological sequence consisting of three phases for Pee Dee culture in
the Town Creek vicinity.

The culmination of Coe’s work at Town Creek was his 1995 book Town Creek Indian
Mound. This volume presents a detailed account of the site’s modern history, emphasizing
the processes and people that have shaped archaeological research there. This book contains

Coe’s descriptions of the excavation and photographic mosaic procedures. It also includes a
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chapter by Coe on ceramics as well as contributed chapters about Town Creek’s stone tools
(Oliver 1995), faunal remains (Wilson and Hogue 1995), skeletal remains (Burke 1995), and
paleoethnobotany (Trinkley 1995). Coe’s interpretations of the archaeological record at
Town Creek are presented throughout the volume. Town Creek was seen as being primarily
ceremonial in nature with a small resident population (see also Oliver 1992:60). Town Creek
was interpreted as the place where surrounding communities brought some of their dead to be
buried, and the circular structures at the site were interpreted as mortuary buildings used for
this purpose”’ (Coe 1995:265-268; Oliver 1992:250). As was the case in his earlier work,
though, Coe still saw Town Creek as the product of a group intrusive to the Piedmont, and
the Pee Dee occupation of Town Creek was seen as having been relatively short in duration
(Coe 1995:89-90: Oliver 1992:240). Although he documented in great detail a sequence of
architectural changes associated with the mound (Coe 1995:65-82), Coe saw the Pee Dee
deposits at the site as dating to the same period (1995:Figure 5.11).

Several works have been based on the human skeletal remains from Town Creek.
The first of these was the inventory of remains and associated artifacts compiled in response
to the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) (Davis et al.
1996). This project involved the analysis of all skeletal remains from Town Creek by
Patricia M. Lambert as well as the documentation of all associated artifacts. A dissertation in
2001 by Elizabeth Driscoll approached the human skeletal remains from a bioarchaeological
perspective. Driscoll was concerned with possible relationships between status, gender, and
health, and spatial patterning in skeletal and artifactual data. Among other things, her
research identified the restricted distribution of certain artifacts to burials in the mound and in

a special area across the plaza (Driscoll 2002:22-23).
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RESEARCH OBJECTIVES

While research has been conducted in the Town Creek area for decades, there is still a
great deal that we do not know about the site itself. The research presented here has four
major objectives. First, it refines the ceramic chronology that exists for the Town Creek
region. Oliver has proposed a three phase cultural sequence for Town Creek and its vicinity
based on his excavations at the Leak and Teal sites. The research presented here adds to his
chronology data and radiocarbon dates from the Payne site’ and the Town Creek site itself.
As a part of the refining process, Town Creek is placed in a regional context by relating its
sequence to those recently established for surrounding areas, particularly those to the south of
Town Creek (Hally 1994:Table 14.1; South 2002:226-230; Williams and Shapiro 1990:39-
77). Second, pottery is used to systematically date contexts at Town Creek. Dating contexts
from the entire site is important because while we currently have a good sense of how the
mound area changed through time because of Coe’s (1995) and Reid’s (1967, 1985) work,
we do not know how these changes relate to any other part of the site. Third, the site’s
occupation is divided into smaller spatial (e.g., public and domestic contexts) and temporal
(e.g., phases and occupations) units. Once these units are established, the fourth objective is
to use mortuary and ceramic vessel data to explore the nature of leadership at Town Creek
and how changes in leadership might have corresponded to the appearance of the platform
mound. Mortuary data are used to indicate who leaders were and how their status was
marked. Vessel size and functional data are used to evaluate the assumption of political
centralization by indicating the size of the social groups that had access to public buildings,

the loci of political decision making.
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While these objectives are aimed at addressing how leadership changed through time
at Town Creek, they also are important because even though the density of features and
artifacts as well as the degree of change documented in the mound suggests that a great deal
of time is represented in the Mississippian occupation of Town Creek, current interpretations
view the site’s architecture as virtually dating to the same period (Coe 1995:Figure 5.11).
Furthermore, this lack of a grasp on the temporal dimension has forced other researchers to
treat the pottery (Anderson 1989:105) and the burials (Driscoll 2001, 2002) from Town
Creek largely as undifferentiated data sets when surely a great deal of time is represented

within them.
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