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L CHIEFLY CYCLING AND LARGE-SCALE ABANDONMENTS IS5I

b for almost two centuries. Although by no means a unique event—
E something very similar seems to have occurred slightly earlier in
 the Central Mississippi Valley and about this same time in the
s Middle Tennessee River Valley (Anderson 1991; Welch 1991; S. Wil-
k liams 1990}—how and why such large-scale abandonments could
¥ have taken place warrants explanation, and ties in to the question
£ of how chiefdoms in general emerge and decline.

Chiefly Cycling and Large-Scale
Abandonments as Viewed from the
Savannah River Basin

David G. Anderson

. THE MissIsSIPPIAN CHIEFDOMS OF THE SAVANNAH RIVER BasIN

g More than 100 major archaeological survey and excavation projects
i had been conducted in the Savannah River basin in the past century,
 offering a database useful for the study of chiefdom organizational
§ changes that is rivaled in only a few other parts of the world. Almost
f 4,000 prehistoric sites have been recorded in the basin, and Mississip-
[ pian components are known from more than 500 of them. Extensive
¥ excavation-based data exists for all but two of the fourteen known
The Mississipi .. ) _ fMississippian mound centers, as well as for a number of village,
ppian societies of the Savannah River basin of Geor t hamlet, and special activity sites (table 8.1; fig. 8.1); archaeological
b investigations at each of these sites have been summarized at length
} clsewhere (Anderson 19903, 250-464; 1994b, 1 57-234). Given the
 lengthy focus of southeastern archaeology toward the location and
 excavation of mounds, it is probable that most if not all of the major
nters present in the basin have been found.
Dating of these assemblages is fairly precise, furthermore, with
emporal resolution on the order of plus or minus fifty to seventy-
: : five years possible, thanks to the existence of a number of highly
ietz:sféa?ws;?r:ﬁ?‘? :Ifltecrocllt A-lzl- I 6‘(’10, when the last chiefdo m nsitive ceramic temporal markers, including complicated stamped
Buropean contact 8l P psed under the repeated trauma of] d incised design motifs and a range of rim and lip treatments. As
€L, a Rumber of simple and complex chiefdoms; L a result, fine-grained Mississippian cultural sequences have been
many other southeastern river vallevs dus € duplica _ developed in three parts of the Savannah River basin, with absolute
and, Ialth ough typical of cycling b ]:Z 5 ur;ng the Mississippian era chronological controls provided by a large number of local radiocar-
stand as 2 particular] 04 chavior, y themselves would not bon determinations as well as through cross-dating with assemblages
partic y remarkable illustration of the process (see : from elsewhere in the South Appalachian area (Anderson 19902,
—64; Anderson 1994b, 362-77; Hally 1986, 1990; Hally and Ru-
meh .of the central and lower part of the Savannah River basi ?lgi,’phtgsel 21—26) (Sf);‘i;4 8'3) 77 7 1986, 1990 4
ﬁ:i:lﬁ 1;1:;0312 300 lljm 2{ the main river cham.lel and all of its . This is not to say the Mississippian period archaeological record
€s, was abruptly abandoned and remained depopulat ' from the Savannah River basin is ideal or complete—far from it.

the.emergence, expansion, and fragmentation of complex chiefdoms
fnmd aregional landscape of simple chiefdoms—that can be explor:
in detail using the extensive and well-documented archaeological
record available from this locality. The Savannah River basin w.
occupi.ed almost continuously throughout prehistory, from the

this span, from ca. a.p. 1100, when the first chiefdoms appeéred
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e 8.1. Major Mississippian sites and survey areas in the Savannah
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Dates Upper Inner Coastal Mouth of the
(AD) Piedmont Plain Savannah River
1800 4 No occupation
Estatoe
1700 NO_ No
recognized recognized
Unnamed occupation occupation
1600 '
Tugalo
. 1500 — &
_ - Silver Bluff
1400 Rembert (provisional) '
Irene I
1300 Hollywood
Beaverdam : Savannah ITI
1200 - Lawton
5 (pmViSional) Savannah m
1100 St. Catherine's
Savannah I
1000 4| Woodstock
Interior
900 St. Catherine's
Equivalent Wilmington
800 -1 Late Swift
Creek/Napier wInterior
ilmington
700 — Equivalent

Figure 8.2. Late Prehistoric cultural sequence in the Savannah River Val-
ley (modified from Anderson et al. 1986; Anderson 1994a, 159)
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Due to the small size and inconspicuous nature of typical early
Mississippian burial mounds, which are little more than gentle rises
of earth less than a meter in height, for example, some of these site
types unquestionably remain undetected. Likewise survey coverage,
though extensive and providing a large sample of sites, still encom-

g passes less than 10 percent of the total area of the basin. Thus,

although at the present it is safe to say that a fairly detailed and
quite possibly representative sample of Mississippian settlement
data has been collected from the Savannah River basin, many sur-
prises likely remain, whose details will be filled in over the years

Eﬁdence for Political Change from the Major Centers
A good overview of the political changes that occurred in the Savan-

¢ nah River basin during the Mississippian era emerges from an exami-
f nation of the occupational histories of the major mound centers. No
. ceremonial centers are known to have been present in the basin at

the end of the Late Woodland period, from ca. A.D. 900 to 1100.
Although the use of low sand burial mounds in egalitarian mortuary
behavior is inferred, this type of collective ceremonial behavior has
been documented in contemporary sites from adjoining coastal areas
Brooks et al. 1982; Caldwell 1952; Thomas and Larsen 1979), no
ites like this are currently known at this time level from the Savan-
nah River basin. The presence of initial Mississippian Woodstock

I ceramics at Chauga and Rembert suggests the occupation of these
. centers may have begun at this time, although only at Chauga are

these ceramics actually found associated with initial mound con-
truction activity (Anderson, Amer, and Elliott 1994; Caldwell 1953;
Kelly and Neitzel 1961, 37).

Well-documented Mississippian occupation in the basin, going
well beyond the infrequent presence of Woodstock or early Etowah
sherds, dates to after A.D. 1100. Between ca. A.D. 1100 and 1150 four
mound centers emerged, two each in the mountainous headwaters
and in the Sea Island area near the river mouth (fig. 8.3). These
were single-mound sites, thought to represent the political centers

i of simple chiefdoms. The first true platform mounds appeared at

Tugalo and Chauga amid assemblages dominated by Etowah ceramic

¥ motifs, although at the latter site the presence of Woodstock ceram-
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ics, as noted, indicates occupation and possibly mound constructi B
may have begun somewhat earlier. Mound construction may haye
also begun at Rembert at this time, although unfortunately
knowledge of this now-submerged center comes from limited t
trial and underwater testing. Whether the centers in the north:
part of the basin were founded by populations from northwesteg
Georgia, as the ceramic evidence suggests, or reflect less direct in
action by indigenous populations adopting Etowah ceramic tec
ogy along with chiefly organizational structures is currently ug
known. Two low burial mounds were also constructed at this ti mg
at Haven Home and Irene, sites in the southern part of the b in
near the river mouth. These mounds were used during the St. Ca
ine’s and Sav/:ﬁmah I/ phases, at the transition from Late Woc
to Early Mississippian in the area. Although a continuation of ¢
Woodland mortuary practices is indicated, some evidence for
beginnings of social ranking is suggested by the differential pre
of grave goods and a change from collective to individual interme
There is no evidence that Mississippian populations were p
in the central part of the basin at this time. B
Between. A.p. 1150 and 1200 Mississippian centers were es| al
lished throughout the basin, and by or soon after A.D. 1200 as mang
as nine mound centers were occupied, in a series of distinct cluste
located from 50 to 100 km apart in the Lower Piedmont,
Coastal Plain, Lower Coastal Plain, and in the Sea Island ar
8.3). These centers were characterized by one or two mounds,
platform mounds present at all but the Hudson'’s Ferry sit
Lower Coastal Plain, which had two low burial mounds. Four
of simple chiefdoms are inferred at this time, with the presencel
several double mound centers suggesting that more complex chie
doms may have been forming. Whether all the mounds in alocs
cluster were occupied simultaneously or, as Williams and .Sh
{1990a) have suggested, sequentially to overcome localized r
depletion remains unknown. Sometime around A.p. 1200, hoy
the two single-mound centers in the headwaters, at Cha
Tugalo, were abandoned, something that may reflect a movem
people downstream. The reasons for this abandonment are un ki
although it might have been because the lower reaches of the
nah River basin were viewed as more attractive for intensive 2 g

U]
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e 8.3. Mississippian centers in the Savannah River Valley at ca. A.p.

1150 and 1200
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tural food production or because these groups sought to move £
away from potential political rivals in nearby drainages lik
Upper Chattahoochee, where the Nachoochee center was occ
at this time (Hally 1993).

The four clusters of small mound centers, presumed groups
closely interacting simple chiefdoms, continued to be occupied
the next half century, although by ca. A.p. 1250 complex chiefdo:
characterized by multiple mounds at the dominant center may hav,
begun to emerge, at Rembert in the central Piedmont and at Maso:
Plantation in the Inner Coastal Plain (fig. 8.4). Across the river fron
Mason'’s Plantation a series of burials with elaborate prestige good
some engraved and negative painted vessels coming from perha;
as far away as the central Mississippi Valley—were placed in one
the two mounds at the Hollywood site. The elites at this site appeaj
to represent the dominant lineage(s) in this part of the valley att

- time, although if power had already passed to Mason’s Plantati n
the site may have been used as an ancestral mortuary compl exs
Elaborate prestige goods and iconography characteristic of the Southg
eastern Ceremonial Complex were also found at the Irene site at ‘7
mouth of the river, and this double mound center appears to havg
been the focus of a presumably simple chiefdom dominating populag
tions in the lower basin and the immediately surrounding Sea
land area. :

Sometime between ca. A.D. 1250 and 1350 complex chiefdo
emerged in the Savannah River basin, a process that resulted in
sweeping reorganization of the political landscape and in the dis

U)
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bution and size of the valley’s mound centers. By the end of D 0000 . 3 'g § 3
interval, almost all of the small mound centers that had dotted the én‘. g . 5§ |
landscape during the preceding two centuries were gone, and politicgk e g 2 § g
power was now centered in two major multimound complex E g - g.
Rembert and Mason’s Plantation (fig. 8.4). The emergence of §82388
these two presumed complex chiefdoms clearly appears to have by é ’§- E % 2
at the expense of the smaller centers, suggesting that a consolida 7 £82 E 5 2
of power occurred. Although at the beginning of the period therg qad QO o
were four groups of simple chiefdoms in the basin, at the end of i3 !

two major, and presumably discrete, political entities occupied

central portion of the basin, with centers roughly 100 km apart 4

¢ 8.4. Mississippian centers in the Savannah River Valley at ca. A.D.
opposite sides of the fall line. The populations in the upper

' so and 1350
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lower parts of the basin reacted or were effected differently by th
events. The platform mound at Irene was abandoned, suggesti
chiefdom organization collapsed in this part of the basin, wh
in the headwaters a new, presumably simple chiefdom appears tg
have emerged, centered on the single-mound Tugalo site. Thel."
Few burial mound in the extreme upper reaches of the basin alsg
appears to have been in use at this time. It is possible that ri
between the two complex chiefdoms in the central part of the b
may have permitted a chiefly society in the headwaters, lying
the periphery, to have some degree of autonomy.

The presence of two complex chiefdoms in relatively close p
ity appears to have been an unstable situation, because by ca
1400 or shortly thereafter only one multimound center rema
occupied, at Rembert (fig. 8.5). The elites at this center likely exe
at least some influence on populations throughout the basin d
the comparatively brief period of their ascendancy, although the;
is little evidence for the direct control of peoples at much distan
from the site. Exactly when the abandonment of their possible riv.
center at Mason'’s Plantation occurred is unknown, although p
Hollywood phase components are rare in this part of the drz
suggesting this site was well into decline by or shortly afte
1350. Intrusive Irene urn burials were placed in the upper pa
the Hollywood mounds, although the site appears to have been o
wise unoccupied. Use of the Tugalo and I. C. Few mounds contin
in the upper part of the drainage, however, suggesting that the em
gence of the Rembert site as the dominant political power in th
drainage did not appreciably reduce the autonomy of more dis
populations. That Rembert apparently failed to dominate cen
elsewhere in the basin when it should have been at the height
power may have been due, in part, to the competition it was
facing from chiefdoms located outside the Savannah River basin i

That the extent of Rembert’s direct control in the basin was limi
is also indicated by events occurring at the mouth of the drainag
Sometime between ca. A.p. 1350 and 1400 the Irene site reappeared
a political center, something that may also be linked to the apparen
collapse of Mason’s Plantation about this same time, The fo:
platform mound was covered over and its function changed

tburial mound, and a council house, mortuary, and a series of stockade
lines or screening walls were built and then apparently enlarged one
gr more times. The replacement of a platform-mound complex by
council house suggests a more egalitarian form of political organiza-
tion had appeared, perhaps in reaction to the collapse of local chiefly
;; olitical authority that had occurred previously, as well as the greater
jautonomy the area may have enjoyed following the abandonment
. Mason’s Plantation. Around A.D. 1400, then, three locuses of
political power remained in the basin, at Irene, Rembert, and Tugalo,
jof which the centers in the upper part of the basin, at Rembert and
Tugalo, likely retained a traditional hierarchical chiefdom organiza-
$ion, whereas at Irene a more loosely organized and egalitarian form
pt organization appears to have developed. The nature of relation-
ships between these centers is unknown, although there is some
evidence for increased warfare at this time, notably in the expansion
fof fortifications at Irene, their appearance and subsequent expansion
9t Rucker’s Bottom, a small village in the central Piedmont, and the
gecurrence of occasional multiple burials, or burials with weapons
frauma, at Irene and other sites. :

E Around A.D. 1450 or shortly thereafter, the most dramatic develop-
pent in the Mississippian political history of the basin occurred,
‘-‘ depopulation of an almost 300-km stretch of the valley, from
‘e Upper Piedmont to the river mouth. The Rembert and Irene
genters were abandoned, and the lower basin apparently remained
fnoccupied and only minimally visited for almost two centuries,
gntil a number of historic Indian groups moved or were relocated
nto the area in the late seventeenth century, when the basin served
s a western buffer for the English colony centered at Charlestown
Landing (fig. 8.5). Occupation continued in the mountainous head-
gaters area, however, and population appears to have increased ap-
nreciably, perhaps reflecting a relocation of peoples from the central
@nd lower portions of the basin. The Tugalo center continued to be
occupied, Chauga was reoccupied for the first time in two centuries,
gnd a new center emerged at Estatoe. Although mound construction
';».. ears to have stopped sometime around A.p. 1600, all three sites
frere occupied into the eighteenth century, when they were promi-
ent Lower Cherokee towns.
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', Evidence for Political Change from Site Distributional Data

fThe broad political trends indicated by an examination of occupa-
 tional histories at the major centers is supported by general survey
F data. More than 100 survey projects have been conducted to date in
E the basin, approximately 2.6 percent of the approximately 27,4 50-
} km? area has been intensively surveyed, and another s percent has
b seen less intensive coverage. A total of 551 sites with Mississippian
t components have been recorded (table 8.2); primary data about the
f areas examined and intensity of survey coverage, physiographic prov-
| ince within the drainage, total number of sites found and the number
fof Mississippian components on these sites by subperiod or phase,

and collection locations and bibliographic references have been de-
taJled elsewhere {Anderson 1990a; 1994b, 165-70). In all, 304 Early,
M.lddle, and Late Mississippian components have been identified
on these sites using temporally sensitive ceramic sorting criteria;

another 323 Mississippian components could not be placed within
pecific subperiod due to small sherd sample sizes, or else where
y nondiagnostic Mississippian artifacts, such as small triangular
ints, were present. -

£ A total of 125 Early Mississippian components, which date from
roughly A.D. 1000 to 1250, have been identified within the basin.

fThese components belong to the Savannah I/II, Savannah I, Wood-
tock Jarrett, and Beaverdam phases, proceeding from the mouth to
ithe headwaters, respectively (compare fig. 8.2, table 8.2; subperiod
ther than phase assignments are used to facilitate the comparison
pf components in different parts of the drainage). Initial Mississip-
1 f n Woodstock complicated stamped ceramics are extremely rare,

“ ing on fewer than a dozen sites, and only at Chauga have
more than a few sherds been found. The first Mississippian ceramics
pbserved in appreciable numbers are characterized by Etowah one-
Bnd two-bar nested diamond motifs, indicating some kind of interac-
Hon with groups in northwestern Georgia. The largest numbers of
ﬂ- ntified Early Mississippian components come from the central
grt of the basin, in the Inner Coastal Plain/fall line and Lower
piedmont subareas, and date to the Jarrett and Beaverdam phases.
The existence of hamlets, small villages, and single-mound centers
128 been documented at this time level in the Lower Piedmont

Figure 8.5. Mississippian centers in the Savannah River Valley at ca.
1400 and 1450~1600
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(Campbell and Weed 1984; Rudolph and Hally 1985; Tippitt and 2 . X ¥ 3 %
Marquardt 1984). Interestingly, although the first platform-mound L gl°8+ E © 5 S b3 S @ B 8
centers were apparently occupied in the upper part of the drainage, & 2 ° e o -
at Chauga and Tugalo (although Rembert may have been occupied §> g o w© s o )
quite early as well), only three Early Mississippian components were 2 § =2~ - R 4 E ~ ?‘ - P a i
identified in the survey collections from the upper reaches of the ) 5 i § a ; ” ® - ol SR §
basin, in the Upper Piedmont/Blue Ridge area. The first Mississip- ) 3 =
pian settlements in this part of the basin, assuming sampling bias = § R X R’ R g N
is not operating, may have been largely restricted to primary centers. g gl »|¥82%28’% 2-g g g
A total of 121 Middle Mississippian components, which date from Fé é kS SR :
ca. A.D. 12500 1450, have been identified in the basin, encompassing 2. é
the Irene I, Hollywood, Silver Bluff, and Rembert phases. Although b § R X q R o ¥
occurring with greatest incidence (N = 51) in the Lower Piedmont = glegss E S § 229 § g
in the vicinity of the Rembert site, which is inferred to have been B ';é s R 2 % 07 a
the center of a complex chiefdom during this period, Middle Missis- ,°_-.>f
sippian components were common everywhere in the basin with E K §
the exception of the headwaters area. The low incidence of compo- 5 g & o o o R A 2 3
nents in the headwaters area is not altogether unexpected, as only 2 S &3F|9 SR ISR g " by 28
one center, Tugalo, was occupied at this time in this part of the i E g T8 T )
basin. At least some of the sites in the Lower Piedmont in the general 4 & =
vicinity of Rembert have been extensively excavated and shown 8 S w o o 2
to be small villages or hamlets (Anderson and Schuldenrein 198s; (% = - ™ % W TR 2‘\ g ?i = i g 9
Campbell and Weed 1984). In the Inner or Lower Coastal Plain a & _;;: £ ‘*2 G Y¥a b 3 5 g R §
pronounced drop in the number of identified components occurred ; < a
from the Early to the Middle Mississippian subperiods, suggesting o [;_“; 9
local population levels were declining or else settlement was becom- fé x| B8 2| o S i N S o 2 %
ing more nucleated; unfortunately, no nonmound sites from this SR g2E|R23525%w > 38
time level have been excavated to help resolve this question. As a | g‘ g “ ) conos T )
result, very little is known about the nature of Middle Mississippian 3 3 5
settlement around Mason’s Plantation, the other multimound center g E o § TeodReR IR gR §
occupied in the basin at this time level. The abandonment of the § & ﬁ Ei ] E 2% 8]’ 2 ~ e 3 5 %3
Lawton and Red Lake centers also occurred at this time and is un- 3 = g ‘§ | ~ofv2RgIEN 83
questionably part of a process that culminated in the abandonment 3 é ﬁ y
of the lower part of the drainage. Only at the river mouth did an } = & g o 8 =3 g
increase in the number of Middle Mississippian components occur, & “2 & é § I ; e &%
although during this period the Irene center was revitalized followmg ® g p8 = & o S '5-': - g "y g E ?
a period of abandonment. = g ;{:; "95 - s 588 Y 'qg, 3% P
The distribution of Late Mississippian components (N = 58}, datmg 281 S8 Z § as FERIEDAE @O
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from ca. A.p. 1450 to 1750 and encompassing Irene II, Yamassee,
Tugalo, and Estatoe phase assemblages, strongly support the infer-
ence that the lower reaches of the basin were depopulated during

tl}is era. Few Late Mississippian components occur below the Lower |
Piedmont, and most of these were assemblages characterized by one 1

or a few artifacts that may represent the remains of isolated hamlets,

short-term camps, or special activity areas. Although the frequency 1

and proportional occurrence of Late Mississippian components in-

creases from the river mouth to the headwaters, only in the Upper /

Piedmont/Blue Ridge physiographic zone are they more common
than Early or Middle Mississippian components. No Late Mississip-

pian components are known from the lower part of the basin near i"

the river mouth, indicating the abandonment of the Irene site was
only part of a process affecting a much larger area, something also

indicated by the comparatively few components found in the Inner 4
and Lower Coastal Plain. Although more Late Mississippian compo-

nents are found in the Lower Piedmont, most of them (N = 18, 78.3
percent) come from the extreme western part of the basin near the
Oconee River, which was densely settled at this time (Freer 1989;
Jefferies and Hally 1975). In the headwaters area, in contrast, Late
Mississippian components are more widespread; many are historic
Cherokee in age, and appear to come from hamlet or town sites (for
example, Schroedl and Riggs 1989; Smith et al. 1988).

Evidence for Political Change from Specific Project Areas

These patterns of Mississippian settlement and political change in 4
the Savannah River basin receive additional support through analy- 1
ses of assemblages from intensively surveyed localities, including E
the Savannah River site in the Inner Coastal Plain, and the Richard
B. Russell Reservoir and the Oglethorpe County Clearcut Project §
tracts in the central Piedmont (Anderson and Joseph 1988; Freer 1

1989; Sassaman et al. 1990).

Approximately 40 percent of the 777-km? Department of Energy’s
Savannah River site has been intensively surveyed, and 7 55 prehis- 3
toric sites have been recorded. Of these, 164 have yielded identifiable
Late Woodland components, and Mississippian components have ‘3
been found at g1 sites (Sassaman et al. 1990, 276). Late Woodland

sites are widespread, and a dispersed settlement strategy has been
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inferred, with minimal political integration {Brooks and Hanson
1987; Sassaman et al. 1990, 315-17). A marked reduction in the
number of sites occurs in the ensuing Mississippian period, and their
distribution is restricted to primarily along the larger tributaries.
Possible habitation sites, characterized by the presence of ceramics,
tend to occur on major stream terraces, probably to take advantage
E  of the natural soil fertility and appreciable wild food resources in
b these areas (Larson 1972; B. Smith 1978). Sites characterized by small

 triangular projectile points only, which comprised almost a third of
the sample and may represent the remains of hunting camps, tended
to occur much more widely over the landscape. From a high of
twenty-eight during the Early Mississippian, the number of compo-
. nents declined to nineteen during the subsequent Middle Mississip-
E pian subperiod, and to zero in the Late Mississippian, supporting
E  the inference that this part of the basin was indeed abandoned, and
i _ further suggesting that this process may have occurred gradually,
over the course of the Middle Mississippian, rather than abruptly at
the end of this subperiod.

A similar pattern of population decline was documented in the
E Richard B. Russell Reservoir area, although in this central Piedmont
E locality it occurred after the Middle Mississippian subperiod. More
k. than 5,000 ha in the reservoir area was extensively surveyed in the
E 1970s, with more than 6oo prehistoric archaeological sites found
[ andlarge-scale excavations conducted in more than a dozen locations
i (Anderson and Joseph 1988). Few Late Woodland sites were identi-
£ fied, and recognition of sites of this period remains a problem to
. this day in the Georgia and South Carolina Piedmont. Mississippian
£ assemblages were widespread, however, with materials of this period
| identified on 125 sites. Numbers of components increased from the
£ Early (N = 34) to the Middle Mississippian (N = 46) subperiods, after
¢ which a marked decrease took place in the Late Mississippian (N =
. 5). The settlement data thus indicates that the consolidation of local
L Early Mississippian single-mound centers into one multimound cen-
i ter at Rembert during the Middle Mississippian subperiod did not
f result in a decline in the number of sites and possibly people in
j the area. Just the reverse, in fact, appears indicated, suggesting the
e formation of a complex chiefdom locally may have facilitated popula-
tion growth. Given this, the marked decline in components from
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L period of one to two centuries Thus, the chiefdoms centered at Irene,
E Lawton, and Red Lake in the lower part of the basin appear to have
 collapsed sometime around a.p. 1300-1 350, whereas those centered
. at Hollywood and Mason’s Plantation sites appear to have survived
f somewhat later, to around A.p. 1350-1400. The inferred complex
chiefdom centered at Rembert in the central Piedmont, in contrast,
 did not collapse until around A.p. 1450. Although Irene itself was
f revitalized around A.p. 1 350 to 1400, this was a short-lived triumph,
} because the site and indeed the entire area around the mouth of the
 drainage appears to have been abandoned by ca. A.p. 1450; by this
 time, in fact, most of the central and lower basin was depopulated.
t Only in the extreme upper part of the basin, which itself had wit-
; nessed periods of occupation and abandonment during earlier times,
, is there evidence for population increase after ca. A.D. 1450, and the
¢ area continued to be occupied well into the historic period. Reasons
| for the emergence and collapse of simple and complex chiefdoms in
; the basin, and for the large-scale abandonment that took place in
the fifteenth century, appear to be tied to a range of environmental
¢ and historical factors, which are reviewed in the remainder of this
f chapter.

the Middle to Late Mississippian subperiod indicates the collapse of
the Rembert chiefdom was not felt just at the center but was part
of a larger pattern of abandonment and depopulation throughout this
part of the valley. 1

An intensive survey of a series of clearcut tracts in the western 3
portion of the Savannah River basin just to the south of the Russell §
Reservoir area provide additional clues about the causes of political
change during the Mississippian period in the Lower Piedmont. A%
total of 313 prehistoric sites were found in 8 tracts encompassingi
1,198 ha in Oglethorpe County, Georgia, and extending from the
Oconee River to a major tributary of the Savannah (Freer 1989). :
Mississippian components were identified at 71 sites. Early and Mid- |
dle Mississippian components were rare, occurring on only 4 and
sites, respectively, indicating comparatively minimal use of this area
during these subperiods. The situation changed dramatically in the 4
Late Mississippian subperiod, when 56 components were present. 2
Most of these (N = 40) were located in the Oconee River basin, where }
a dramatic increase in the number of sites has been documented at §
this time (Rudolph and Blanton 1981 ; Kowalewski and Hatch 1991). §
Sites with Mississippian projectile points only were much more §
common in the tracts in the Savannah than in the Oconee Basin, 3
suggesting use of the former area may have been primarily for hunt- §
ing or warfare. Population expansion by the Oconee chiefdoms is 3
indicated by the presence of a number of probable Late Mississippian 3
habitation sites in the extreme western part of the Savannah Basin, 1
movement that was probably facilitated by the collapse of the Rem-
bert chiefdom. Minimally, the distributions indicate that watershed
divides were not necessarily strict boundaries during the Mississip-
pian era.

2 Environment and Resource Structure

L During the same period that the Lower Savannah was depopulated,
E large Mississippian populations are known to have been present in
L the major drainages to either side, in the Oconee and Santee-Wateree
b Basins. The Savannah is much smaller in areal extent than these
§ basins, however, and also much narrower in its upper reaches (fig.
£ 8.6). If group territories were demarcated by watershed divides, an
f inference that may hold during periods of intense competition, the
E Mississippian populations in smaller basins would have had fewer
: natural resources to draw upon and, probably as a direct result, lower
f population levels. In political competition at the regional scale,
f therefore, the Savannah River chiefdoms may have been at some-
f thing of a disadvantage simply by virtue of their location. Resident
E populations could thus have been forced to relocate to other areas
t by their more powerful chiefly neighbors.

- Resource structure may have helped shape the course of events
f within the basin proper. The early abandonment of the lower part

Causkes oF CHIEFLY CYCLING IN THE SAVANNAH River Basin

If the survey and excavation data compiled to date holds up, it would ;
appear that chiefdom organizational structures collapsed in the Cen- }
tral and Lower Savannah River basin between ca. o.p. 1 300 and 1450,
aprocess that resulted in a near-total depopulation and abandonment %
of the area. There is some evidence to suggest that this process did
not occur overnight, furthermore, but took place gradually, over a
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f mont vegetation consists of a mixed mesophytic oak-hickory forest
E and, as a result, nut mast and game occurred throughout this physio-
 graphic province (Barry 1980; Brooks, Sassaman, and Hanson 1990,
f 44-52; Larson 1980, 51-56; Ward 1983, 68—69). Chiefdoms in the
. lower part of the basin may thus have been more vulnerable to stress,
: which might help explain why they were abandoned before societies
: farther upriver.

Ohio River Valley

¢ The Importance of Buffer Zones

E The formation and maintenance of buffer zones, which served as
»hunting territories and hence sources of wild food resources, was a
Ecritical aspect of Mississippian life. If access to resources capable of
buffering agricultural shortfalls was restricted, for example, apprecia-
ible subsistence stress could have occurred. As a result, buffers were
actively defended, and these zones performed both political and sub-
sistence functions by separating and supporting populations on the
landscape. The distributions of diagnostic Mississippian projectile
points and ceramics can be used to explore where buffers were lo-
Icated and how they operated, that is, to map where and with what
ntensity hunting and habitation may have occurred. In the Ogle-
Ethorpe County clearcut survey data set, for example, a decrease in
gthe incidence of sites with ceramics, presumed habitation areas, was
observed with increasing distance from the Oconee River, whereas
fthe numbers of sites at which only small triangular projectile points
were present increased (Anderson 1994b, 264-65; Freer 1989).

i The recognition of actively maintained buffer zones, in effect,
entails determining where habitation sites are located, and compar-
ing this with the area over which projectile points or other artifacts
glerived from the residents of these sites were used in resource pro-
curement activities. These distributions may also provide clues
gbout the nature of relationships between Mississippian societies.
fWhere projectile points are rare or absent in areas midway between
differing polities, for example, this may be because individuals from
ghese societies consciously avoided one another or because the dis-
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Figure 8.6. The Savannah River Basin and the size of surrounding
drainages

of the Savannah River basin may have been, in part, because thg
area was poorly suited for societies dependent upon agricul
surpluses as well as on wild plant and game resources. Below the
fall line the Savannah Basin is very narrow, with extensive swamp;
along the river, few large tributary streams leading into the interiog
and few weli-defined terraces, whereas the interior away from majg
channels was characterized by extensive pine forests and xeric sangy
soils; food resources of interest to prehistoric populations in ’, t
province are spatially restricted and low or infrequent in occurren _~ : fance separating these polities was great enough to provide sufficient
over large areas (fig. 8.6). In the upper part of the drainage, in contragg esources for each and reduce the likelihood of contact and conflict.
relief is more pronounced and terraces are better defined, presun Where projectile points are common in intermediate areas, in con-
offering better opportunities for Mississippian agriculture. The frast, this may reflect intense competition and warfare between these
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societies. Such inferences, of course, require evaluation with multi- 4
ple and ideally independent kinds of evidence.
In a test of these ideas, the distribution of small triangular projec-
tile points was examined by county throughout South Carolina,
using data from amateur collections (Charles 1981, 1983, 1986; 4,469
of 85,102 points were Mississippian triangulars in the sample). West- }
to-east transects across the state were developed illustrating the $
occurrence of Mississippian triangulars and using two standardized §
measures, first as a percent of the total number of projectile points §
of all periods found in each county, and second as a percent of the
total number of Mississippian triangular points in the statewide j
sample. Transects spanning the central Piedmont and the Inner :
Coastal Plain, from the Savannah River to the Santee-Wateree drain
age and beyond are illustrated in figure 8.7. The need for large samples
and data encompassing the entire state dictated the nature of the j
collections employed; the numbers of projectile points collected and §
recorded by professional archaeologists in many parts of South Caro- §
lina is very low when compared to the numbers gathered by ama- §
teurs. While the distribution of projectile points should ideally be
compared with that for ceramics, sherds are unfortunately only rarely ;
collected by amateurs and almost never in a systematic fashion. Few
sites with ceramics have been recorded in the interriverine parts o
the state by either amateurs or professionals, however, which is
exactly the pattern that would be expected if these areas were being
used as hunting territories.
Large numbers of Mississippian triangular projectile points were §
observed in the interriverine area in the central Piedmont, along th
Upper Saluda and Broad Rivers in the vicinity of Laurens County
(fig. 8.7, top). A much lower incidence of points occurred in th
counties to either side, which lie along the Savannah and Up,
Santee/Wateree/Catawba Rivers. This suggests that the interriverine
area may well have been used as a hunting territory by the Mississip-,
pian populations occupying the major drainages to either side; the]
large numbers of points in this area, furthermore, suggests their may}
have been appreciable rivalry and conflict between these societies®
This is certainly indicated during the colonial period, when the]
western South Carolina Piedmont was an unoccupied buffer zone]
separating the Cherokee on the Upper Savannah from the Catawba

Percent
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' Figure 8.7. Incidence of Mississippian triangular projectile points across
Ethe central South Carolina Piedmont (top) and Inner Coastal Plain (bot-
 tom) (modified from Anderson 1994a, 268-69)
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De Soto expedition, however, that the region’s complex chiefdoms
maintained appreciably greater reserves (DePratter 1983, 165).
Potential agricultural food reserves and shortfalls are presented in
terms of deviations from estimated average annual consumption in
figure 8.8. Positive values, which range up to +1, reflect surpluses
above average annual consumption, whereas negative values, which
range to —I, represent shortfalls that must be made up from other
sources. The value for a given year represents the sum of the crops
remaining in storage from the preceding year together with the yield
from the current harvest, minus normal consumption. Wild plant
l and animal resources are not taken into account in this analysis,
i although they could have been used to make up agricultural short-
falls. During the Mississippian period there are several extended
intervals when stored food reserves are calculated to have been either
B plentiful or scarce. These reflect periods of unusual drought or ex-
t tended below-average spring rainfall, when harvests would have been
. below normal levels, or extended periods of above-average rainfall,
. when crop surpluses would have been common. A number of these
| intervals appear to be correspond to periods when significant changes
¢ occurred in the Mississippian societies in the Savannah River basin
and immediately adjoining areas (see also Anderson 1994b, 280-89;
E Anderson et al. 1995).
i Food shortfalls happened twelve of the nineteen years from a.p.
1359 and 1377 and twenty-one of the seventy years between A.D.
= 1407 and 1476, for example, including seven of the eight final years
 of the latter interval. The collapse of a number of small chiefdoms
E and the appearance of fortifications is thought to have occurred
| sometime around the first period, and the depopulation of much of
L the central and lower valley took place during the second interval.
b Although variation in growing-season rainfall may have helped shape
£ events like these, it was not paramount. An extended period of
f favorable conditions, when food reserves could have been present
almost every year, for example, occurred over the first half of the
 sixteenth century, yet no populations returned to the Lower Savan-
F nah River basin.
. The analysis clearly indicated the value of maintaining stored food
 reserves. Storing two normal harvests (one year’s reserves) would
 have enabled local populations to overcome both isolated crop fail-
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ures and a number of consecutive years of slightly below average
harvests. This was sufficient to avoid food shortfalls in 449 {75.5
percent| of the years from a.p. 1000 to 1600. The analysis also indi-

cated that potential famines could occur not only during periods of

severe drought, when production shortfalls quickly exhausted stored

food reserves, but could also come about more gradually, through a

series of slightly below average production shortfalls that over time

exhausted reserves. An extended series of slightly below average ‘

harvests, given inadequate or insufficient long-term storage, could
thus be as devastating as shorter but more severe droughts. Maintain-
ing stored reserves would, however, give populations time to switch
over to other food sources.

Evidence for Organizational Change at Particular Sites

At a number of sites in the Savannah River basin extensive archaeo-
logical research has taken place, providing specific information about 3
possible correlates for the formation, operation, and collapse of Mis-
sissippian chiefdoms. At the Irene site at the mouth of the river, 3
where a platform and burial mound were present, the platform 1
mound underwent seven successive stages of rebuilding during the }

Savannah I/Il and I phases, indicating a fairly stable polity was
probably present for several generations (Caldwell and McCann

1941). The first two stages were earth-embanked structures, which 1
were followed by five platform-mound stages. Buildings were placed ]
atop each stage, and fence lines were found around the entire centra] 3
part of the site as well as around the base of Stage 3 and the summits 4
of Stages s, 6, and 7. The appearance and continuation of palisades, i
if these features were defensive in nature rather than screening walls 3
to separate elite from commoner populations, may point to increas- §
ing hostilities over time or, alternatively, the increased social and §
physical isolation of the elite. Elaborate hearth and gutter arrange- E
ments found atop Stages 5 and 6 suggest ceremonial life was growing,

increasingly complex.

thefdom organization collapsed at the site around a.p., I 300,
during the transition from the Savannah IN to the Irene I phase. The §
platform mound was abandoned for an unknown period, long enough_’

for appreciable erosion to occur, after which it was covered by
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f large circular mound with a rounded summit with no associated

¢ structures. Considerable effort went into separating this new mound

i from its predecessors, including the placement of layers of shell over

the last platform and the deliberate removal of its ramps. A change

b in function is clearly indicated, probably from a temple to a burial

i mound, suggesting a return to the kind of egalitarian burial practices

L present in this area during the Late Woodland. A probable council

k house was erected to the south of the primary mound about this

E same time, and this building was enlarged and expanded at least once,

E offering additional support to the idea that a change in sociopolitical

: organization occurred, from a stratified to a more egalitarian struc-

. ture. Council houses were observed in a number of early contact

b era coastal Mississippian groups along the South Atlantic Slope,

L suggesting groups in this area may have had weak or fragile hierarchi-

| cal organizational structures {Crook 1978, 39-40; DePratter 1983,

E 207-10; Waddell 1980, 45-46). A mortuary building with two sur-

. rounding circular enclosures, within which burials were placed, was
. also constructed during the Irene occupation. Structures of any kind
[ were rare on the site, and there is little evidence to suggest the center
b was used by large numbers of people on other than a temporary
¢ basis, or had more than a small resident caretaker population.

The presence of headless burials, multiple burials, isolated skulls,
b and individuals with wounds all argue for an increase in warfare
E during the Irene occupation. Fortifications were present around the
council house, and these expanded over time, further evidence for
k increasing hostilities. Finally, of six domestic structures, the two
f latest ones had burned, as had the mortuary. The two burned domes-
| tic structures dated to the transitional Savannah/Irene and Irene I
E occupations, perhaps reflecting incidents associated with the aban-
donment of the platform mound and then the site itself, respectively.
t There is some evidence from the mortuary to suggest that the site’s
 Irene 1 occupants were growing impoverished in the years leading
 up to the abandonment of the center. Grave goods occurred with
f almost half the burials in the inner and presumably earlier enclosure,
f yet were present with less than one-quarter of the burials in the
b outer and presumably later enclosure. If the construction sequence
»-is correct (assuming the spatial separation within the mortuary com-
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sites examined in the central and lower valley, the Rucker’s Bottom i

village was abandoned about A.D. 1450.

Before the site was abandoned, there is some evidence to suggest its 1
inhabitants were experiencing appreciable stress. The fortifications
surrounding the village were replaced at least once, at which time
they were enlarged and strengthened. Posts in the palisade lines were §
increased from 15 to 30 cm in diameter, the shape shifted from

semicircular to rectangular, and a larger ditch was excavated in front

of the stockade. Protection of stored food reserves appears to have
been increasingly important, something that may be linked to the 1
below-average rainfall conditions during this period. Storage in both
villages is assumed to have typically been in above-ground facilities, ]
like the barbacoas reported by the early Spanish explorers (Judge 1
1991). A number of small circular and rectangular post-hole concen-
trations, found in both the earlier and later villages, may represent ]
storage buildings or corncribs. During the later occupation, however, i
massive subterranean storage features also appeared, one located }
behind a house against the stockade and another in the center of }
the plaza area. Their locations, in highly public as well as private 1
or obscure places, suggests the villagers may have been trying to ;
hide at Jeast some of their food reserves, as well as place their proba- |
ble public storage facilities in areas where their use would have been

visible to everyone.

The Rucker’s Bottom village appears to have been abandoned by its ;
inhabitants rather than destroyed in warfare. Some low-level conflict §
may have been occurring, however, because the only multiple burial {
found at the site, a group of three individuals lying extended on their
backs, came from the later, Rembert phase village. If these people were ;
ambushed by raiders, it would fit with the pattern of skirmish warfare 3
expected at this time, whenbuffer zones were likely increasingly chal-
lenged. A series of such losses to such a small community might well §
have prompted site abandonment. No evidence for burning of struc- j
tures was found, however, although at least one structure dating to
the final period of occupation had been abandoned and had later been $
used as a butchering area and bone dump. Whether this reuse of a resi-
dence asabutchering/dumping area was associated with the abandon-
ment of the village or merely with the abandonment of this structure §

at some earlier time is unknown.
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The Chauga site in the extreme upper reaches of the basin was

: first occupied during the Jarrett phase from about A.D. 1100-1200,
i when six mound stages were built, and again starting ca. A.D. 1400
to 1450, during the Tugalo phase and after, when four additional
L stages were erected (Kelly and Neitzel 1959, 1961). Palisades were
E present during Stages 1 and 6, at both the start and the end of the
E Early Mississippian occupation. As at Beaverdam Creek and Holly-
wood, clear evidence for a gradual impoverishment of the site elites
F is evident in the burial assemblage found in the mound, a pattern
j that was observed in both the Early and the Late Mississippian occu-
E pations (Anderson 1994b, 302—5). At Tugalo, another center in the
. northern part of the basin, a transition from earth-embanked struc-
 tures to substructure mound mantles was documented during the
' Early Mississippian period, a pattern like that observed at Irene and
E Beaverdam Creek (Duncan 1985; Williams and Branch 1978). Well-
. defined log mantles were found over the slopes of Mound Stages 2
| through 4, and a fence line was built around Stages 3 and 4, prior
¥ to the abandonment of the center after Stage 5. The fence lines
b around Stages 3 and 4 had burned, as had the log mantle on Stage
E 4, something that may have been caused by warfare, by accident,
or, possibly, by the intentional use of fire in mound building and
¢ renewal activities.

A transition from earth lodges to mound stages was also noted at

b Estatoe in the upper basin, where six construction episodes were
' identified in the Late Mississippian mound, built after a.D. 1450
b (Kelly and DeBaillou 1960). The first five stages were very thin, with
only a few centimeters of fill separating one from the next. Each was
i surmounted by a large structure that resembled the public buildings
L found in the lowest stages of the primary mounds at Irene, Beaverdam
i Creek, and Tugalo, although no earthen embankments were found.
. The presence of these buildings suggests that decision making may
. have been fairly egalitarian locally during the early Tugalo phase. A
E thick stone layer was placed over the first five stages, and a true
L platform mound was erected, again surmounted by a structure. Even
- given the dramatic architectural separation of the last stage from
E the first five, continuity was indicated by the reuse of the corner-
¢ support post holes from the previous structures.

The delay in the emergence of a platform mound at Estatoe may
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indicate political control was initially based elsewhere, perhaps at
Tugalo or Chauga, which had earlier Tugalo phase occupations. If
populations from the central and lower basin moved upriver in the
fifteenth century, they would have encountered established Missis-
sippian groups in the headwaters. The new residents would have
likely had to acknowledge the primacy of the older centers and their
leaders, especially if they were refugees and unable to challenge the
local chief’s power and authority. That elites eventually did emerge
at Estatoe, and the center developed appreciable local autonomy, is
indicated by the construction of the final mound stage. Although |
separated from the previous stages by the thick rock layer, suggesting ]
a considerable change had occurred, continuity was also indicated
by the reuse of earlier post holes, suggesting population replacement
is unlikely and that the emergent elites were local in origin. |

GENERAL TRENDS ASSOCIATED WITH Porrticar CHANGE IN THE
SAVANNAH River BasIN

A wealth of archaeological evidence for political change has been $
found on Mississippian sites in the Savannah River basin. The emer- §
gence of stratified chiefdoms, we have seen, was characterized by
a replacement of earth-embanked structures or council houses by ‘
structures atop platform mounds at several sites, notably Irene, Beav- }
erdam Creek, and possibly Tugalo. A council house reappeared on §
at least one site, Irene, moreover, following the abandonment of the 3
platform mound. These architectural changes are thought linked 3
to changes in organizational structure, from decision making by E
consensus to decision making in the hands of an elite. The presence 4
of council houses on a site does not, however, indicate an egalitarian
social hierarchy was present. Council houses were observed in th
Rucker’s Bottom villages, both when the nearby Beaverdam Creek -
site was the center of a presumed simple chiefdom and later when |
Rembert was apparently the center of a complex chiefdom. This}
suggests outlying communities had at least some autonomy and
control over local affairs in even the most complex chiefdoms. It}
further suggests that council houses or public decision-making fo-3
rums were probably in use throughout the Mississippian period lo-}
cally, although their role was probably diminished at chiefly centersff
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The Savannah River data also indicate that the appearance of forti-
fications in many cases signals either the emergence or collapse of
chiefly organizational structures. Prior to site abandonment, fortifi-
cations appeared around entire communities at Irene, Rucker’s Bot-
tom, and possibly Tugalo, and around or atop platform mounds at
Irene, Chauga, and Tugalo. They also appeared at Chauga when
the center was first founded. Collapse does not appear to follow
inevitably, or at least immediately, when fortifications appeared,
however. Irene was occupied for some time following the appearance
of fortifications around Stage 3, with platform-mound construction
only ceasing following Stage 7, presumably several generations later.
The presence of fortifications does not appear to signal the occur-
rence of intensive warfare, furthermore, because there is little evi-
dence for this other than at Irene. What the appearance of fortifica-
tions may signal is that the position of the elite was becoming
less secure.

Evidence for an impoverishment of chiefly centers prior to their
abandonment was documented through mortuary analyses at several
mound sites, including at Irene, Hollywood, Beaverdam Creek, and
Chauga. At all of these sites a decline in the proportional occurrence
of burials with grave goods, and particularly elaborate grave goods
of shell or copper, occurred in the later periods of occupation. A
similar decline in the occurrence of grave goods was observed in
the commoner burials at the Rucker’s Bottom village prior to the

. abandonment of that site, suggesting (if not a change in mortuary
£ practices) impoverishment may have reached all levels of society.

Most significantly, the mortuary evidence from the Savannah

b River basin indicates elite impoverishment did not quickly lead
. to organizational collapse, a finding somewhat different from that
£ predicted by traditional models (that is, Peebles and Kus 1977). In-

stead, at several centers, including Hollywood, Beaverdam Creek,

. and Chauga, one or more later stages of mound construction occurred

during periods characterized by a significant decline in the occur-
rence of prestige goods in burials. Elite control did not, therefore,
appear to depend upon these symbols, at least over the short term.
The decline in grave offerings observed at Rucker’s Bottom, further-
more, suggests impoverishment was societywide, not just centered

on elites or at centers. This suggests care should be taken when
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inferring chiefdom organizational collapse to a decline in the avail-
ability of prestige goods. At Irene, the decline in the incidence of
grave goods in burials in the mortuary indicates this kind of impover-
ishment may even signal trouble in more egalitarian societies.
More than 400 Mississippian human burials have been recovered
from the Savannah River basin to date, from mound, village, and
hamlet contexts, and these data offer invaluable assistance in under-
standing the lives of commoners and elites during the Mississippian
period (Anderson 1994b, 311-16). At three of the centers, Beaverdam
Creek, Chauga, and 1. C. Few, burials were recovered from both

mound and village areas. At each site proportionally far more females ~

than males were found in the village areas than in the mounds, and,
except at Chauga, the burials in the village area typically had a much
lower incidence of grave goods. Mound burial appears to have been
restricted to high-status adults, typically males, or young children,
with adolescents excluded (Blakely et al. 1985; Kelly and Neitzel
1961, table 1; Stout 1972). The data suggest that once past early
childhood, status had to be achieved, even among the elite, and the
way this was done was by surviving adolescence. Comparison of
the contemporary skeletal series at Beaverdam Creek and Rucker’s
Bottom, representing presumed elite and commoner segments of
a single population, indicated significant differences in life-style.
Skeletal pathologies in the Beaverdam Creek Mound sample were
rare, and most of the population was in good health (Blakely et al.
1985). In the Beaverdam phase population at Rucker’s Bottom, in
contrast, most of the individuals exhibited some form of disease or
pathology, something attributed to a poorer diet and a harder life
than that enjoyed by the elites at the center (Weaver et al. 1985).
Zooarchaeological analyses at Rucker’s Bottom, specifically of
deer-element occurrence, indicated that choice cuts of meat were
leaving the earlier village, and that this pattern ceased in the later
occupation {Scott 1985, 662—64}. This pattern presumably reflected
the submission of tribute to a nearby center, such as the Beaverdam
Creek site. Almost twice as many deer hindquarter as forequarter
elements were found in the faunal samples from Beaverdam Creek,
interestingly, supporting the inference that the elites at this site
were receiving food from elsewhere (Reitz 1985, 424). The decline
of the Beaverdam Creek center and the emergence of Rembert, which
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is located much farther away, appears to have led to reduced tribute
demands on the inhabitants of Rucker’s Bottom.

The emergence of intensive agriculture in the Savannah River
basin was recognizable not only from the presence of corn and other
domesticates in the archaeological record, but also from evidence
for land clearing and successional change in forest composition,
which was noted at both Beaverdam Creek and Rucker’s Bottom
(Fish 1985, 411-16; Moore 1985, 690-92), and through stable carbon-
and nitrogen-isotope analyses on human skeletal remains from the
Irene site (Larsen et al. 1992; Schoeninger et al. 1990). At Irene
extensive use of maize begins following the St. Catherine’s phase,
during the Savannah I/IT and II phases. Following the transition to
the Irene I phase, decreased use of maize and increased use of wild
terrestrial resources is indicated, something that may have been
brought about by the collapse of the Savannah Il phase chiefdom and
a corresponding reduction in tributary demands for the agricultural
products necessary to finance elite agendas.

A highly diversified subsistence economy characterized the early
Mississippian occupations at both Beaverdam Creek and Rucker’s
Bottom, suggesting the early Mississippian economy was less fo-
cused than that observed in later periods (Rudolph and Hally 1985,
446; Moore 1985, 689, 691; Reitz, Marrinan, and Scott 1987, 217;
Scott 1985, 661). At Rucker’s Bottom, at least, the adoption of a
diversified diet may have been prompted by subsistence stress, some-
thing brought on, at least in part, by tributary demands on the local
population. Increasingly focused subsistence, with greater use of deer
and acorns, in contrast, was observed in the later village occupation
at Rucker’s Bottom, suggesting a concern with maximizing hunting
return and carbohydrate production, perhaps to free labor for farming
or defense (Speth and Scott 1985, 257). The extended occupation of
the village may have also depressed local game resources, requiring
more extended hunting forays. The climatic deterioration that oc-
curred at this time also likely forced increasingly efficient use of
wild plant and animal resources. Given repeated harvest shortfalls,
the greater use of acorns that is observed may have been an attempt
to supplement agriculturally produced carbohydrates. If local popula-
tions had indeed become relatively free of tributary obligations, less
emphasis on the production of corn and greater use of wild food
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resources may have been a result, a pattern that is also suggested at
Irene at this time.

CONCLUSIONS: ORGANIZATIONAL CYCLING AND THE
ABANDONMENT OF THE CENTERS AND REGIONS

The lessons about the causes of political change learned in the Savan-
nah River basin should have applicability elsewhere in the Southeast,
where similar events are observed during the Mississippian era. Cli-
mate, resource structure, and regional political geography all appear
to have been important in shaping the history of the Savannah River
chiefdoms. Although both environment and politics were important,
neither environmental determinism nor historical forces alone is
sufficient to fully explain, and help us understand, what happened
locally. Monocausal explanations of complex culture change, in this
view, although satisfying in their simplicity, are incomplete and
hence suspect for the same reason.

So why was much of the Savannah River basin depopulated after
ca. A.D. 14507 This abandonment, I argue, was caused by combina-
tion of factors, of which the size, location, and nature of the resources
in the Savannah River basin compared to nearby drainages, as well as
changes in the regional political landscape and variation in growing
season rainfall, were among the most important. The rise of powerful
Mississippian societies in the Oconee and Santee-Wateree drainages
to the west and east of the Savannah, respectively, may have been
the single most critical factor. During the period of initial Spanish
contact in the mid-sixteenth century, the provinces of Ocute and
Cofitachequi were present in these areas, and it is suggested that
their strong rivalry and bitter enmity had an effect on the polities
along the Savannah River, who were literally caught between them.
Fortifications and other evidence for warfare appear at several sites
along the Savannah in the century preceding the depopulation of the
central and lower basin, suggesting political relationships between
the region’s polities may not have been the best.

At the same time that the political landscape was becoming in-
creasingly hostile, food reserves throughout the region may have
been severely stressed. These developments could well have been
related and unquestionably would have put considerable pressure
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on the agriculturally based chiefdoms in the Savannah River basin
and beyond. Although Mississippian populations could have com-
pensated for localized crop shortfalls by using wild plant and animal
resources, increased use of the buffer zones during an era of conflict
and competition would have likely been progressively more danger-
ous. Given an inferred lower overall population base (that is, when
the size and resource structure of the Savannah is compared with
that of nearby major drainages) and a position between major polities,
over time the numerous small skirmishes resulting from use of the
buffers would have been a war of attrition the Savannah chiefdoms
could not hope to win. By the middle of the fifteenth century the
situation was such that large areas within the basin were abandoned
and remained unoccupied for almost two centuries. That populations
did not return to the lower basin once rainfall conditions improved,
something that happened at the end of the fifteenth century, high-
lights the importance of historical and political forces in shaping
and then in maintaining this abandonment. Neither favorable cli-
mate nor vacant prime agricultural land could induce populations
to return when the political landscape was such as to make this
action untenable.
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‘ Fluctuations between Simple and

¥ Complex Chiefdoms: Cycling in the Late
Prehistoric Southeast

David G. Anderson

E Chiefdoms are societies characterized by genealogically sanctioned
£ leadership structures, tribute mobilization, and the limited redistri-
§ bution of goods to lesser elites (Earle 1977, 225-27; Peebles and Kus
E 1977, 425-26; Service 1971, 134, 14445, 159; Spencer 1987, 369;
b Steponaitis 1978, 428; Wright 1984, 45). Essentially two social strata
L are present, chiefly elites and commoners, with subdivisions in these
E strata directly related to polity size and organizational complexity
. (Feinman and Neitzel 1984, 57). Control of labor directed to surplus
b production and mobilization was of critical importance to furthering
t elite agendas, which typically centered on maintaining and enhanc-
L ing personal prestige and power. This was accomplished, in part,
f through the redistribution of food and sumptuary items to lesser
: elites, usually close kin of the chief, as well as to other potential
: supporters, for the purpose of developing or maintaining a power
¢ base. Regularized redistribution for the benefit of all segments of
society, to buffer subsistence shortfalls or ensure the exchange of
¢ resources unevenly distributed over the landscape, however, was un-
e common.

Chiefdoms are also multicommunity political units, with the con-

 trol of activities in a number of distinct villages, hamlets, or subsid-
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iary centers directed by a hereditary decision-making group or elite
typically residing in a central community (Carneiro 1981, 37-38,
Earle 1987, 288). Lesser elites were sometimes dispersed over subsid-
iary communities as headmen or overseers. Ultimate decision-mak-
ing authority theoretically resided in the hands of one individual,
the chief, although the opinions and support of other elites was often
of critical importance in day-to-day matters, just as maintaining the
support of the populace was crucial over the long run. The size and
power of a chiefdom can thus be measured by the number of polities
Or communities under the direct or indirect control of the primary
center, whereas the importance of individual settlements in the
political hierarchy can be determined, to some extent, by their size
and the relative condition and treatment of their inhabitants, particu-
larly their leaders.

The number of levels in the administrative hierarchy, or steps in
the chain of the chiefly command structure, thus provide an effective
measure of the organizational complexity of a chiefdom. The terms
simple chiefdom and complex chiefdom are widely used to describe
societies characterized by one and two administrative or decision-
making levels above the local community, respectively (Steponaitis
1978, 420). The actual situation is somewhat more complicated,
however, because most primary centers, whether of simple or com-
plex chiefdoms, maintained direct control over populations in ham-
lets and villages that were close at hand, thus circumventing the
need for a secondary administrative level (Milner and Schroedel 1 994)
(fig. 10.1). Three-level administrative hierarchies could also occur,
specifically when one complex chiefdom acknowledged the author-
ity of another, a situation indicated both archaeologically and in
the early historic accounts from several parts of the Southeast (for
example, Hally, Smith, and Langford 1990; Hudson et al. 1 985, 1987;
Milner 1990). The term paramount chiefdom has been proposed to
describe the situation when a complex chiefdom exerts direct or
indirect control over a series of other chiefdoms, including at least
one other complex chiefdom.

How chiefly control was exercised varied appreciably and appears
to have been related, at least in part, to societal size and organiza-
tional complexity. The authority a chief had over people in his own
and other communities varied from absolute in some cases, with
unquestioned obedience asked and received, to more indirect in oth-
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I

Simple Chiefdom
One decision-making level

Complex Chiefdom
Two decision-making levels

Paramount Chiefdom
Two or three decision-making levels

O Local community O First-order center 7~ Direct control

O Second-order center @ Paramount center ~7 Indirect control

Figure 10.1. Idealized control hierarchies in simple and complex chief-
doms (modified from Anderson et al. 19944, 9; Milner and Schroeder

1994)

ers, more an acknowledgment of power relationships and a willing-
ness to offer tribute and service than a pattern of direct administra-
tion from a primary center. Given organizational limitations
inherent in chiefdom society, specifically the difficulty in achieving
direct administrative control over polities more than one or two
days’ travel time from a center, direct control by chiefly elites over
appreciable areas was simply not feasible. As a result, the territory
under the direct administrative control of most southeastern chief-
doms appears to have rarely exceeded 40 km in any direction (Hally
1993). The area under the indirect control of a center, where power
relations were determined either voluntarily or through threats or
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coercion, however and in contrast, could be much larger, as was
often the case in the region’s complex and paramount chiefdoms.

CyCLING BEHAVIOR IN CHIEFDOM SOCIETY

Organizational change in chiefdoms includes fluctuations between
simple and complex/paramount chiefdoms, a process I have else-
where called cycling (Anderson 19903, 24~26; 1994b). More specifi-
cally, cycling encompasses the transformations that occur when
the administrative or decision-making levels within the chiefdoms
occupying a region fluctuate between one and two or (in the case of
Some paramount chiefdoms) three levels above the local community,
Evidence for cycling is widespread, to the point where it appears to
be a basic characteristic of chiefdom society, although its detection
and identification requires examination at broad spatial and temporal
scales, €ncompassing regions and generations, Archaeological analy-
sis, fortunately, is ideally suited to the exploration of such processes,

Shifts in administrative hierarchies—the information processing
and management contro] networks of chiefdom society—comprise
a critical aspect of cycling behavior. How changes in administrative
and control structures occur and, as a result, bring about changes
in organizational complexity is a subject that has seen appreciable
research, much of it directed to understanding how both chiefdoms
as well as state-level societies could have emerged, and particularly
how the latter social form could have developed from the former
(for example, Earle 1987, 292-93; Earle 1991; Flannery 1972; Johnson
1973, 1978, 1982; Peebles and Kus 1977, 427-31; Wright 1969, Wright

1977, 381-82; Wright 1984, 42~44; Wright and Johnson 1975). Exam- 3

ining cycling can lead to a better understanding of such questions

models of state formation, as well as new frameworks throu which #

we explore and understand how long-term organizational change
does occur (see also Yoffee 1993).
To understand how changes in administrative levels can occur, it

is helpful to understand how these structures formed and operated %
in the first place. That is, how did hereditary decision-making groups 3
emerge, and how did the authority of a privileged few come to be ac
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cepted by the remainder of the population? This is, of course, a ques-
tion that philosophers, anthropologists, and social scientists have
wrestled with for centuries, and there is no clear consensus on an an-
swer. The formation of hereditary decision-making groups is perhaps
most commonly seen as a solution to increased information-process-
ing demands brought about by environmental change, population
pressure, or increased social interaction and political competition,
particularly competition for followers, prestige, and power (for exam-
ple, see discussions in Bender 1985; Brumfiel and Fox 1994; Clark
1994; Clark and Blake 1994; Earle 1987, 28g; Marquardt 1987, 1988,
Patterson and Gailey 1987; Shryock 1987). The process is assumed to
have been fairly gradual, on the order of generations rather than years,
and lacking in intentionality. That is, the end result, hereditary social
ranking and unequal access to resources, was unforeseen by the gener-
ations of individual actors participating in the process.

In brief, social strata appear to have emerged around the decision
makers occupying the positions or levels in nascent administrative
hierarchies and, hence, the evolution of both social ranking and deci-
sion-making apparatuses appears to have gone hand in hand (Cordy
1981, 220-21). How specifically did this happen? Quite simply, the
decision makers’ largesse in dispensing rewards to relatives, assis-
tants, and retainers would create a group of people with a vested inter-

E est in maintaining and perhaps expanding such a system. Those so
3 privileged would likely over time cometobeequated with the primary
- decision maker(s) and assume similar trappings of status. Simple
- chiefdoms, in this view, have two social-rank echelons, commoners
[typically dispersed throughout the chiefdom) and elites {typically lo-

cated primarily at the chiefly center), whereas complex chiefdoms are

¢ those with three or more rank echelons, eéncompassing commoners
b (again, dispersed throughout the chiefdom), lesser elites (at local cen-
E ters), andapical elites (located at the primary center){Cordy 198 1,3-4j.
k Changesin administrative levelsin chiefdoms, or cycling, should thus
E alsobe accompanied by changes in patterns of social ranking.

. CAUSES OF CYCLING IN CHIEFDOMS

E Why does cycling occur, and how is the process related to the trans-
¢ formation of some chiefdoms into state-leve] societies, the mainte-
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nance of many others for hundreds or thousands of years in seemingly
evolutionary stasis, or the disappearance of still others from some
areas altogether? The causes of cycling, I believe, are complex and
multivariate and encompass everything effecting the organizational
stability of chiefdoms, defined here as the maintenance of adminis-
trative complexity, as measured by the number of decision-making
levels in operation. The adoption of a regional perspective is crucial
to the investigation of cycling, because chiefdoms typically expand
or contract at the expense of or in response to the actions of their
neighbors. That is, centers of power shift over the landscape as first
one community and then another assumes prominence, and it is
this regional pattern of the emergence and decline of complex chief-
doms that is what is meant by cycling behavior. 3
Specific factors that can effect the organizational stability of chief-
doms include societal evolutionary and developmental histories; the E
strength of ideologies sanctifying chiefly authority; the potential 1
for conflict when matters of chiefly succession, population growth, |
territorial maintenance or expansion, and/or the incorporation of
outsiders arise; the ability of chiefdom organizational hierarchies to 4
accommodate stress brought about by social or ecological perturba- 4
tions, such as warfare, crop failure, exchange network collapse, or 1
pressure on subsistence resources; the ability of chiefdom adminis
trative structures to handle changes in information load; the degree
to which the elite maintain control over subsistence production as
well as access to nonutilitarian luxury or status-marking prestige
goods; the position of individual polities in prestige-goods exchange
networks; and the impact of developments in one chiefdom on other
such societies, both nearby and over a much larger region.
Although a great many factors can bring about cycling, factional
competition between elites for power and prestige, and particularly
the office of the chief itself, appears to have been a primary cause
of much of the organizational instability observed in these societies.
Because positions of authority were typically based on kinship, this
meant that a chief’s principal supporters were also his potentials
successors, an inherent structural weakness of this form of politics t
control. That is, although a chief was dependent upon supporterss
for the maintenance of power, he or she had to take care to suppressj
or constructively channel the ambitions of these people. How su
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sion was determined was thus of particular importance to the long-
term stability of these societies. Unless rules of succession were
strictly delimited and adhered to, for example, the death of a chief
could presage a period of social turmoil until a successful claimant
emerged, a pattern well documented in the ethnographic accounts
{for example, Burling 1974; Goldman 1970; Helms 1979; Kirch 1984;
Sahlins 1958). Chiefly cycling was thus brought about, in part, by
an internal contradiction in the kin-based structure of these socie-
ties, the necessity of placing potential rivals into positions of power
from which they could mount successional challenges, activity that
precluded the development of stable organizational forms (see also
Anderson 1994a for additional discussion of factional competition
in Mississippian society).

Successional events resulting in changes in the number of deci-
sion-making levels, or cycling behavior, must be differentiated from
events that merely resulted in the replacement of one chiefly elite
by another in the same role. Successional crises could result in
cycling behavior, though. The replacement of a strong leader by
an incompetent one could cause a complex chiefdom to fragment,
whereas the succession of a particularly skilled individual might
result in the expansion of a simple chiefdom to a position of domi-
nance over its neighbors, a process that could have led to the forma-

i tion of a complex chiefdom. Competition between elite individuals

and their factions for control of chiefly offices and associated privi-

t leges thus appears to have only rarely been directed against the
} system itself, because the primary goal of all contenders was achiev-
i ing these offices, not seeing to their destruction. Thus, although a
i successful rebellion could result in the fragmentation of a complex
- chiefdom, this was probably not an intended consequence.

Partial to near-absolute elite control over the labor and surplus

k. production of commoner populations was another characteristic of
| chiefdoms. The regular production, appropriation, and storage of
g surplus, which was typically defined in terms of subsistence prod-
t ucts, was particularly critical to the organizational stability of these
e societies (Lenski 1966, 44-45; Orans 1966; Sahlins 1958). Beyond
t providing for the subsistence needs of the elite, food surpluses could
-~ be used to finance activities intended to help legitimize their position
¢ and authority, such as communal feasting to demonstrate chiefly
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largesse, the construction of monumental structures intended to
make visual statements about the importance and abilities of the
chief as well as the society in general, or the production and exchange
of prestige goods intended to enlist supporters as well as co-opt
potential rivals (Earle 1978, 225-27; Helms 1979; Peebles and Kus
1977; Steponaitis 1978, 1981). Surpluses could also be used by local
elites to facilitate their direct or indirect interaction with elites and
peoples at appreciable distances, thereby demonstrating a control
over sacred or esoteric knowledge (Helms 1979). Factors effecting
surplus production, mobilization, storage, and use such as climate,
warfare, or access to resources could thus have an appreciable impact
on chiefly administrative structures and, hence, these areas were a
focus of elite life and concern.

The emergence and spread of chiefdom organizational forms ap-
pears to have been closely tied to regional patterns of demography
and interaction. As chiefdoms emerged within a region, the pre-
sumed adaptive advantage of this organizational form would have
facilitated its spread, assuming they enjoyed greater reproductive
success than neighboring nonchiefdom societies. This process has
been described in conflict theory terms by Carneiro (1981, 66), who
argued that warfare and conquest was a primary means by which
chiefdom organizational forms would spread throughout a region.
Selection, or the differential reproductive success of the victorious
populations, is implicit in this argument. Given the extent of interac-
tion that occurred between prehistoric societies in the Eastern Wood-

lands, however, it is highly unlikely that the spread of one or a few

emergent chiefdoms was the mechanism by which this organiza-

tional form spread over much of the region between ca. A.p. 900 and ',
1100 (Smith 1990). Once chiefdoms emerged anywhere in a region, 3

the seeds would have been planted for their appearance everywhere,
through processes of defensive reaction or competitive emulation.

That is, chiefdom organization forms may have been adopted as a j

form of self-defense by groups that perceived themselves threatened,

or alternatively, they may have been adopted because this type of |
organization, once in place, would enhance the interests of certain 3

groups. Regional patterns of prestige-based competition between po-

tential emergent elites are thus thought by some scholars to have

been the means by which the contemporaneous emergence of chief-
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doms over a large areas occurred, in which conflict was only one of
the ways that elite competition could have been acted out (Clark
1994; Clark and Blake 1994; Renfrew and Cherry 1986).

Once simple chiefdoms were in place within a region, the stage
was set for the emergence and collapse of complex chiefdoms, or
cycling behavior. Dramatic population shifts likely occurred as rival
elites competed for followers, and as people were either killed, ex-
pelled from, or incorporated into the more successful polities. If, as
appears probable, differential reproductive success accrued to capable
leaders (for example, Betzig 1982, 1986; Betzig, Muldur, and Turke
1988; Chagnon and Irons 1979; Turke and Betzig 1985), and assuming
no population-control or status-leveling mechanisms were in place,
the resulting elite population growth may have forced expansion.
That is, as increasing numbers of elite children were produced by
the success of the system, places had to be found for them. The need
to disperse possible contenders for power as well as maintain chiefly
prerogatives amid increasing numbers of elite consumers may thus
have driven the geographic expansion of some chiefdoms. In particu-
lar, if the numbers of elite increased too far, they may have placed
strains on the ability of the remainder of society to provide for them,
threatening overall organizational stability.

The power base of a chief was also linked to demographic patterns
within specific communities, specifically the numbers of a chief’s
close supporters, typically his or her primary and affinal kin, com-
pared to the numbers of nonkin and rival elites (Turner 1957, 61-62).
Chiefs that had to deal with large numbers of nonkin may have been
in a more precarious position than those in communities where
kinship linked large segments of the population. When a chiefdom
expanded, rival elites had to be either eliminated or co-opted, and
unless this was done properly they might soon come to represent
rival power bases. This was particularly true of elites situated in
areas at some distance from the main center, and hence out from
under its direct control. Chiefly cycling, from the perspective of
conflict theory, thus represents a repeated pattern of conquest,
expansion and, ultimately, overextension leading to organizational
collapse, from which complex chiefdoms eventually emerged anew,
as regional elites vied with one another to fill the power vacuum.

Regional physiographic structure, resource productivity, and cli-
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mate were also important factors shaping and constraining chiefdom
organizational stability. Regional physiographic structure placed
constraints on the location and spacing of individual settlements,
centers, and polities, as well as the avenues and directions along
which communication and trade could occur (Clark and Blake 1994,
19—20; Carneiro 1970, 734-35; Hodder and Orton 1 976, 224~36; John-
s0n 1977, 488-94; Johnson 1987, 115ff; Scarry and Payne 1986). The
size, distribution, and stability of chiefdoms in various parts of the
Eastern Woodlands appears to have been shaped, at least in part, by
local and subregional physiographic conditions. In the eastern part
of the region, from Alabama through the Carolinas, for example, the
local Mississippian polities were typically fairly small and widely
separated from one another, a pattern likely shaped by the widely
separated, linear riverine systems that characterize this part of the
region. In parts of the Central and Lower Mississippi River Valley,
in contrast, chiefdoms tended to be more tightly packed on the
landscape and, in some areas like the American Bottom, were appre-
ciably larger than their counterparts in the eastern part of the region.
This may be due to the tremendous subsistence resources and ag-
ricultural potential of the land along the Mississippi and its tributar-
ies, the relative ease of transportation over long distances along
these same rivers, and the more open or unrestricted environment,
facilitating extensive interaction.

The occurrence and availability of plant and animal populations,
agricultural soils and water, as well as short- and long-term variation
inrainfall, frost, sunlight, and other climatic variables played a major
role in shaping subsistence production and the generation of surplus,
something particularly crucial to the maintenance of organizational
stability of chiefdoms {Anderson, Stahle, and Cleaveland 1 995; Cordy
1981, 30-44; Orans 1966; Sahlins 1958, 107-35, 201-17). Food re-
sources and surplus production had to occur at levels sufficient to
maintain elite prerogatives, which meant that land-management and
storage systems had to be in place to ensure this was the case,
Strategies by which this was attempted included the dispersal of
agricultural fields over a number of microenvironments and over
large areas to avoid the effects of localized climatic fluctuations; the
dispersal of storage facilities in a number of communities, coupled
with attempts to guard, hide, or restrict access to these reserves; and

CYCLING IN THE LATE PREHISTORIC SOUTHEAST 241

the creation and maintenance of extensive hunting territories or
buffer zones, from which wild food resources could be drawn to
supplement crop yields (Burns 1983, 186-87; Chmurny 1973; DeBoer
1988; Ford 1980; Gluckman 1951, 9-10; Hickerson 1965; Mech 1977).
Repeated harvest shortfalls, losses of stored food reserves, or infringe-
ment on resource/buffer zones could have, over time, been devas-
tating to these societies.

The means and success by which chiefly elites received and pro-
cessed information and then made decisions was also important in
shaping the organizational stability of chiefdoms. Poor decisions
by the elite could be disastrous if they disrupted the subsistence
economy, resulted in great losses in warfare, or led to the collapse
of exchange and interaction networks. That this happened frequently
is well documented in both history and ethnography, where numer-
ous examples can be found of incompetent rulers dissipating the
accomplishments of their predecessors. The kin-based administra-
tive systems of chiefdoms were such that, except in rare cases, the
direct administration of outlying communities more than a day or
two’s travel from a center was rare (Hally 1993). The larger and more
complex the chiefdom, as a result, the more difficulty it had with
administrative and information processing demands. One measure
of the information load, or potential stress a chiefdom was under, is
span of control, or the number of subsidiary communities or centers
under a given administrative center (Johnson 1982, 410); this can
sometimes be inferred archaeologically using settlement data. As
complex chiefdoms thus formed and expanded, the administrative
load on the chiefly elites in these societies likewise increased, leading
to either information overload and system collapse or the emergence
of more effective or efficient decision-making apparatus. Except
where primary or secondary state formation occurred, however, sys-
tem collapse was what typically ensued. Cycling can thus also be
viewed, in part, as an alternation between successful and unsuccess-
ful responses to information processing demands resulting, respec-
tively, in the formation and collapse of complex chiefdoms.

From the preceding discussion, it is evident that the study of
cycling necessitates the consideration of a wide range of factors
promoting either organizational stability or instability. Causal links
exist between many of these variables, furthermore, indicating that
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exploring chiefly cycling requires the consideration of a complex
and diverse array of variables. Documenting the process in the south-
eastern United States and advancing explanations for its occurrence
occupies the remainder of this chapter.

EVIDENCE FOR CYCLING IN THE MississipPIAN CHIEFDOMS OF THE
SOUTHEASTERN UNITED STATES

The late prehistoric and early contact era chiefdoms of the Southeast
offer an outstanding laboratory for the study of cycling. Evidence
for the emergence, expansion, collapse, and reemergence or replace-
ment of both simple and complex chiefdoms has been found through-
out the region, and the historical trajectories of major regional poli-
ties like those centered on Cahokia, Moundville, and Etowah have
long intrigued scholars. Some centers were occupied for centuries;
others saw use for little more than a generation or two, and in some
cases the abandonment of a center was associated with a much larger
pattern of depopulation, up to and including major portions of river
valleys, such as along the Central Tennessee, the Lower and Middle
Savannah, or parts of the Central Mississippi Valley (Anderson 1991 ;
S. Williams 1990).

The archaeological database that can be brought to bear on these
kinds of questions in the Southeast is immense, rivaling that in
existence anywhere in the world. Literally tens of thousands of Mis-
sissippian sites have been recorded in the region, and hundreds have
been extensively excavated, many in recent years in projects directed
to the recovery of a wide range of information. Fieldwork, which a
century ago was directed almost exclusively to mound exploration,
has for many years been directed to the entire known range of site
types, including centers, villages, hamlets, and special-activity lo-
cuses. In many parts of the region artifact-based chronological resolu-
tion on the order of 100-year intervals or less is possible, permitting
the detailed investigation of settlement patterning, land use, and
political change. An extensive historic record also exists describing
southeastern chiefdoms during the period of initial European contact
in the sixteenth century. Finally, extensive paleoenvironmental re-
search has been conducted in recent years, work directed to the
documentation and reconstruction of lithology and physiography,
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vegetational communities, fluvial dynamics, site-formation pro-
cesses, and climatic conditions, and their impact on human popula-
tions.

Evidence from Early Historic Accounts

At the time of initial European contact in the early sixteenth century,
chiefdom societies were observed over much of the Southeast. The
records of early explorers, most notably those from the De Soto, De
Luna, and Pardo expeditions, contain a wealth of information about
the internal organization, operation, and external relationships of
these societies, including accounts of chiefly succession, warfare,
tribute flow, buffer zones, the abandonment of towns and centers,
and the effects of crop failures or other disasters on leadership posi-
tions (for example, Anderson 1994b; DePratter 1983, 1989; Dye 1990;
Hudson 1976, 1986, 1990; Hudson, Smith, and DePratter 1984; Hud-
son et al. 1985, 1987; Knight 1981, 1986, 1990; Smith 1987; Smith
and Hally 1992). Three and possibly four paramount chiefdoms were
found in the South Appalachian area at the time of initial European
contact that the Spanish described as the provinces of Apalachee,
Coosa, Ocute, and Cofitachequi (DePratter 1989; DePratter, Hudson,
and Smith 1983; Hally, Smith, and Langford 1990; Hudson, Smith,
and DePratter 1984; Hudson et al. 1985, 1987;]. Scarry 1990b, 1994b)
(fig. 10.2). These societies were characterized by a paramount chief
ruling or at least owed fealty from a series of quasi-autonomous
lesser chiefs and elites that themselves ruled simple or complex
chiefdoms. A two-level decision-making hierarchy is evident in the
region’s simple chiefdoms, corresponding to officials at villages and
centers, whereas a three-level decision-making hierarchy is evident
in complex and paramount chiefdoms, corresponding to officials at
the villages, secondary centers, and at the primary center (Hudson
1990, 61). These levels corresponded to village headmen (oratas),
chiefs over a fairly appreciable number of subsidiary communities
(micos}, and paramount chiefs ruling extensive territories (cacique
grandes|. Ocute does not appear to have been as well integrated as the
other three, because the accounts make no mention of the presence of
a cacique grandes, and this province may instead represent a weakly
linked group of simple and complex chiefdoms.

Factional competition directed to obtaining chiefly office was
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= Route of de Soto
------ Route of de Luna
=== Route of Pardo

Figure 10.2. Mississippian chiefdoms in the south Appalachian area in
the mid-sixteenth century

widespread in Mississippian chiefdoms of the contact era, and some
of the accounts are quite graphic in describing the bloodshed that

sometimes accompanied chiefly rivalries (Vargas Ugarte in Mar- ;

quardt 1988, 180; Vega in Shelby 1993, 394—406). Succession was

typically matrilineal, that is, from a chief to his sister’s son, or
nephew, something well documented in the early accounts, whereas §
postmarital residence, at least in the latter historic era, was matrilo-

cal (DePratter 1983, 100-110; Hudson 1976, 18 5-95; Murdock 1967,
114). Because this would have resulted in male chiefly heirs relocat-
ing to their wive’s communities upon marriage, some kind of excep-
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tion was likely made, to ensure chiefly succession continued within
a given community. That is, newly ascendant chiefs either relocated
to the central community or their wives did; given various accounts
describing polygyny (Swanton 1946, 701-9), it is likely that chiefly
elites remained in their home community. Although subsidiary
elites administering outlying communities were often related to the
chief, it is not known whether their children succeeded to power or
new elites were imposed from the primary center when leadership
there changed hands. Matrilineal succession coupled with matrilocal
residence could have thus been potentially quite destabilizing to
these societies. Whether and under what circumstances chiefly suc-
cession was peaceful or violent is likewise not well understood.
Although resolving archaeological evidence of succession is difficult
because of the short time scales involved, there are accounts that
indicate the death of a chief in some societies was marked by the
construction of new mound stages or other facilities (Le Petit in
Swanton 1911, 103; Swanton 1946, 726, 729).

Warfare played a major role in the cycling of Mississippian chief-
doms over the region, and in the rise and decline of individual socie-
ties (DePratter 1983, 44-67; Dye 1990; Larson 1972). The historic
accounts provide a number of examples of military circumscription,
and the tactics by which one chiefdom achieved domination over
another. The province of Cofitachequi, for example, appears to have
grown through a gradual war of attrition at the expense of the neigh-
boring province of Ocute (Vega in Shelby 1993, 268), and quite possi-
bly at the expense of the chiefdoms of the Savannah River in the
late prehistoric era as well (Anderson 1994b; see also chapter 8 in
this volume). Repeated minor victories in skirmish warfare, centered
on the ambushing of hunting parties, rather than sudden all-out
attacks on central settlements had, over time, resulted in the demor-
alization of the Ocute elites, and made them reluctant to challenge
the people or enter the territories of Cofitachequi. The long-term
effects of small-scale warfare could thus be as devastating as more
intensive campaigns and could include the appropriation of tribute
from defeated elites, the collapse of chiefly authority, and the reloca-
tion of populations. Although ecological factors such as competition
for hunting territory, agricultural land, or cleared fields have been
suggested as primary reasons behind Mississippian warfare {Gramly




246 DAVID G. ANDERSON

1977; Larson 1972; Turner and Santley 1979), there is little documen-
tary support for such an inference, aside from the accounts that
indicate skirmish warfare could have had the effect, whether in-
tended or not, of creating and maintaining buffer or resource procure-
ment zones.

Warfare between elites as a means of achieving power and prestige
and as a mechanism for establishing and enforcing tributary relation-
ships, however, is well documented in the sixteenth-century South-
east. The members of the 1560 De Luna expedition, for example, as-
sisted the leader of Coosa in the collection of tribute from a rival town
called Napochies, whose elites had rebelled and refused to recognize
the primacy of Coosa [DePratter 1983, 57-58, 173-74; Hudson 1988,
1990, 13, 104). This example, and others like it that De Soto encoun-
tered, such as the rivalry between Pacaha and Casqui in Arkansas or
the double dealing of the chief of Talise who attempted to play his
neighborsagainst one another (VegainShelby 1993, 325-26,394-406),
illustrate how cycling, or the replacement of one power center by an-
other, could take place. If a polity became weakened, for whatever
reason, something that may have been brought about through losses
in warfare, or due to famine, disease, or emigration, it would no longer
have the military capability to compel cooperation or submission of
its neighbors, prompting challenges from them either for overall lead-
ership or for autonomy. These challenges initially took the form of a
refusal to submit tribute, and if the bid for autonomy was not recog-
nized and accepted, a possible result was warfare, the replacement or
reestablishment of paramount elites, and the shuffling of various cen-
ters in the dominance hierarchy.

Although providing rich detail on southeastern chiefdoms of the
contact era, the ethnohistoric record does have its limits for the
study of processes of political change, primarily in that the existing
accounts are essentially synchronic portraits taken from brief and
temporally widely spaced expeditions. Although our knowledge of
several major sixteenth-century southeastern chiefdoms such as
Coosa, Apalachee, or Cofitachequi is characterized by vivid detail,
it is almost invariably based on accounts of visits that usually lasted
no more than a few days or weeks, the interval the expeditions spent
visiting or passing through. Many of these societies, furthermore,
Wwere never seen again or had changed almost beyond recognition
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when these areas were revisited by subsequent European explorers
years, decades or, in many parts of the region, more than a century
later. Although the early accounts describe the foundations of chiefly
authority and document individual episodes of political change, the
causes and consequences of long-term processes of change are not
well covered. For this reason understanding cycling requires the
evaluation of both archaeological and ethnohistoric evidence.

Evidence from Archaeological Research

Instructive examples of cycling processes are evident in the archaeo-
logical record from the southeastern United States. Examining the
number, size, and temporal separation of mound stages, for example,
together with the number and kind of prestige goods in contempora-
neous burials, has been used to explore the political fortunes of
individual societies, and how and under what circumstances chiefly
succession may have occurred {for example, Anderson 1994b; Blitz
1993a; Peebles 1986, 1987a, 1987b; Steponaitis 1991; Welch 1991).
When the flow of prestige goods declines or is interrupted, as indi-
cated by their incidence in burials, it may indicate that the position
of the elite was growing precarious. The collapse of a number of
southeastern chiefdoms, including Moundville and Spiro, in fact, has
been attributed, in part, to interruptions in prestige-goods exchange
networks (for example, Peebles 1987a, 30; Rogers, chapter 4 in this
volume; but see Anderson 1994b, 312, chapter 8 in this volume, and
the discussion below for evidence that collapse for such a reason
may not have been either rapid or inevitable for at least some of the
region’s chiefdoms). If the construction of new mound stages reflects
a successional event, such as the death or replacement of a chief,
something supported by ethnohistoric accounts (DePratter 1983,
179; Hally 1993; Schnell, Knight, and Schnell 1 981, 126-45; Waring
1968a, 58-62, 66), the numbers of successive stages in a mound
{barring major interruptions) may indicate the number of chiefly
leaders who occupied that center, and the size of each stage might
indicate their relative power. Stage construction every twenty to
thirty years is indicated at a number of sites in Georgia and the
Carolinas, an interval that may indicate the tenure of local chiefs
or paramounts (Anderson 1994b, 128; Hally 1993).

The polities centered at Cahokia, Moundpville, and Coosa, perhaps




248 DAVID G. ANDERSON

the best-documented paramount chiefdoms currently known from
the Southeast, exhibit dramatic developmental histories useful for
illustrating and examining the cycling process. Cahokia and Mound-
ville had emerged, expanded, and then collapsed before European
contact, whereas Coosa was at or near its height in the first half of
the sixteenth century and was visited by Spanish expeditions. The
American Bottom of the Central Mississippi Valley was occupied
by the most complex chiefdom society to emerge during the Missis-
sippian period in the Eastern Woodlands (Fowler 1975, 1978; Milner
1990, chapter 3 in this volume; Pauketat 1994). A series of multi-
mound centers arose throughout this approximately 1,225-square-
mile area after A.D. 800, the largest of which, centered on the site
of Cahokia, included more than 100 mounds spread over an area
close to 5 square miles in extent at its height in about A.D. 1200;
one of the mounds was among the largest structures ever erected by
human populations in the New World. By A.D. 1350, however, little
more than a century after its peak, Cahokia and many of the other
centers in the American Bottom had been abandoned, an organiza-
tional collapse that is itself as unprecedented in scale as the emer-
gence of this society in the first place.

Over and above the long-term pattern of emergence, expansion,
and decline, however, political power also shifted over the landscape
over the course of the Mississippian in the American Bottom, illus-
trating the regional pattern of cycling in microcosm. The duration
and intensity of occupation and the relative importance of the sec-
ondary centers was apparently shaped, to some extent, by Cahokia’s
interaction with societies across the larger region (Fowler 1978, 462;
Milner 1990). During the Lohmann phase (ca. A.D. 10501100, using

Hall’s [1991] calibrated chronology), for example, when there is ap-
preciable evidence for contact with chiefdoms to the south and |
southwest in the Lower Mississippi Valley and Caddoan areas, the 4
Lunsford-Pulcher site at the south end of the American Bottom -
was a major center second only to Cahokia. During the subsequent |
Stirling and Moorehead phases from ca. A.D. 1100-1200 and 1200~
1275, respectively, when contacts with areas to the north and north-
west are evident, a major center existed at the Mitchell site at the §
northern end of the American Bottom, near the mouth of the Mis-
souri River. Finally, as Cahokia declined, there is some evidence to §

CYCLING IN THE LATE PREHISTORIC SOUTHEAST 249

suggest that other centers were emerging elsewhere in the general
upper Midwest and Central Mississippi Valley.

Like Cahokia, the Moundville chiefdom in the Black Warrior River
Valley of western Alabama emerged, expanded, and declined over a
period of several centuries (Knight 1994b; Peebles 1986, 1987a,
1987b; Steponaitis 1978, 1983a, 1991; Welch 1990, 1991, chapter 5
in this volume). Initially one of a series of simple chiefdoms, the
Moundville site emerged as the center of a paramount chiefdom
toward the end of the Moundville I phase (ca. A.p. 1050-1250). This
polity expanded markedly in size and influence during the Mound-
ville I phase {A.D. 1250~1400), when populations in scattered com-
munities and subsidiary centers along a roughly so-km section of the
Black Warrior River were brought under the control of the paramount
center. By the start of the Moundville I phase (A.D. 1400-1500) the
Moundville chiefdom may have been one of the most powerful in
the Southeast, although there is evidence that the population at the
center itself was in decline. Shortly after the end of the Moundville
III phase, however, the chiefdom had collapsed and the center itself
had been abandoned, a pattern similar to that observed at Cahokia.

The actions of the Moundville paramountcy shaped the historical
trajectories of chiefdoms throughout the surrounding region. The
emergence of the paramount center appears to have been during a
period of militaristic expansion. Societies in nearby drainages, nota-
bly along the Upper Black Warrior, the Central Cahaba, and the
Central Tennessee disappeared during the Moundville II phase,
something that suggests the deliberate elimination of potential rivals
and the scattering or consolidation of their populations. Along the
Tombigbee to the west, the disappearance of fortifications, the reduc-
tion or elimination of mound construction, and the impoverishment
of local elites suggests the chiefdoms in this area were intentionally
weakened and impoverished by the Moundville elites. Although
there is appreciable evidence for the long distance exchange of pres-
tige goods during the Moundville II phase, as evidenced from grave
associations, little material is from the South Appalachian area
(Welch 1986, 184-190), suggesting that the rivalry the Spanish ob-

. served in the early sixteenth century between the paramount elites of
F Coosa and Tastaluca in northwestern Georgia and central Alabama,
¢ respectively, may have had considerable time depth.
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' Following the disappearance of the Moundville chiefdom some-
time around or shortly after a.p. 1 500, the succeeding Alabama River
phas.e (A.D. 1500~1700) occupations were characterized by small
egalitarian settlements evenly dispersed along the drainage. A,
marked decline in population skeletal health is indicated, something
t?;ought to have been caused by the collapse of the chiefly organiza-
tion capable of buffering food shortages (Hill 1981; Powell 1988
189—91). The collapse of the Moundville chiefdom has been attrib:
uted t? a failure of the prestige-goods network, which undermined
the ability of the elite to maintain their position {Peebles 1986, 30;
1987b, 14-15). The actual decline in the importation of pres’tige:
goods, however, appears to have begun about the time or soon after
the.chiefdom had consolidated its hold over the immediate region
dugng the Moundville I phase (Steponaitis 1991, 208-12). That the
chiefdom was able to continue for another two centuries suggests,
however, that a decline in prestige goods in circulation cannot bel
invariably equated with a decline in organizational stability.

At the time of initial European contact the paramount chiefdom
of Cf)osa was apparently one of the largest and most complex Missis-
sippian societies in the southeastern United States {Hally and Lang-

ford 1988; Hally, Smith, and Langford 1990; Hudson et al. 1985
.1987). Visited or contacted by the three major Spanish expeditionsl
into the interior that took place during the middle third of the six-
teenth century, led by De Soto, De Luna, and Pardo, the province
qf Coosa at its height is inferred to have consisted of a series of
linked polities stretching for about 400 km along the Coosa and
Te.nnessee River Valleys. When De Soto came through in 1540 the
chlefdom may have been at its peak, although it appears to have
declined markedly following contact, as indicated by the accounts
of the.Is 59-1561 De Luna expedition {including the discussion of
the raid on the Napochies mentioned above), which suggested it
was much reduced in size and importance. Its condition during the
1566-1567 Pardo expeditions, which reached only the eastern margin
of the chiefdom, is unclear, although there is a suggestion that it
had’regained some or all of its former dominance (Hudson 1990, 103~
104). ,

Archaeological research has identified a series of seven site clusters
that appear to represent the constituent subchiefdoms of the polity,
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although little evidence has been found to indicate they were part

of the complex chiefdlom described by the Spanish (Hally, Smith,

and Langford 1990). The pottery within each site cluster can be

distinguished at the phase level, and the inferred boundaries of the

province span two major subregional ceramic traditions, Dallas and

Lamar {Hally, Smith, and Langford 1990, 133). Although three

mounds were present and in use at the presumed central town of
the Coosa province, at the Little Egypt site, these mounds were
much smaller than those present at sites like Citico, Etowah, and
Toqua, although these had admittedly been built much earlier and
were no longer in use when Coosa was at its height. The evidence
suggests that political ties rather than shared material culture or
monumental construction were what bound together the constituent
polities of complex and paramount chiefdoms in the Southeast, at
least in the later prehistoric and early contact era. The only distinc-
tive artifact that may be associated with Coosa is the Citico-style
gorget, found almost exclusively with adult female and adolescent
interments in a distribution roughly coextensive in time and space
with the inferred boundaries of the province; this distribution may
indicate the geographic extent of marital alliance networks binding
the paramount chiefdom together (Hally, Smith, and Langford 1990;
Hudson et al. 1985, 732-33).

The work with Coosa, although highlighting the fact that complex
and paramount chiefdoms may appear to be almost invisible archaeo-
logically, offers suggestions about how these polities can be recog-
nized archaeologically. Comprehensive regional survey may permit
the resolution of site clusters representing individual chiefdoms, for
example, and settlement analyses within and between these clusters
may permit the identification of primary and secondary centers and
subsidiary communities. In addition, the recognition of distinctive
categories of artifacts shared by large numbers of sites may indicate
to the existence and extent of political ties.

CONCLUSIONS

We have seen that the Southeast is an excellent area for the study
of political change, and particularly for exploring the reasons behind
the emergence and collapse of complex and paramount chiefdoms
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against a regional landscape of simple chiefdoms. This process,
which I have called cycling, is an inherent aspect of chiefdoms and
helps us understand why these societies were able to exist for long
periods in parts of the world. As such, the existence of cycling serves
to remind us that there are alternatives to the assumed pattern
of unilineal evolution from bands to states that has achieved near
teleological significance in some cultural evolutionary formulations.
This is not to say that cycling invariably resulted in evolutionary
stasis, however. Far from it. Over time, in fact, the process could have
resulted in profound evolutionary transformations. Where chiefly
succession was subject to repeated and bloody challenge, for exam-
ple, this might lead to the emergence of progressively stronger insti-
tutions based on secular power. This may be indicated in the Missis-
sippian world, where extensive mound building and highly developed
mortuary ceremonialism and iconography, together with evidence
for widespread interaction and exchange of prestige goods, strategies
designed to reinforce the sacred position of the elite, peaks in the
thirteenth century and declines rapidly thereafter, never again as-
suming the same level of prominence (Muller 1989). Ideological
transformations, that is, changes in world view and perceived rela-
tionships between groups of people, such as elites and commoners,
may likewise become altered to the point where a reversion to earlier
positions would have been difficult (1994a, 21-22). Only the mas-
sively disruptive effects of contact, for example, brought about an
apparent widespread reversion to earlier and more egalitarian forms
of social organization. A primary lesson from the study of cycling,
it should be clear, is that human history is shaped, in part, by pro-
cesses that operate at very long scales, and that archaeology can help
us resolve and understand them. )
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