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FOREWORD

Some 9,000 years ago—following the Ice Age,
and at least 4,000 years before the great pyramids of
Egypt—early men sought shelter in an obscure cav-
ern in northeastern Alabama. This site, which has be-
come a part of the National Park Service (and the
subject of this book), contains one of the longest se-
quences of evidence of man in the New World. The
significance of Russell Cave for the study of prehis-
toric Indians in North America is paralleled by its
importance to every citizen, for it is one of the few
sites in the United States where the visitor may walk
inside the dwelling place and see there the artifacts
and habitational remains of the ancient people.

Discovered in 1953 by members of the Tennessee
Archeological Society, the cave attracted nationwide
attention following an excavation sponsored by the
Smithsonian Institution and the National Geographic
Society. The cave and surrounding land was pur-
chased by the Society and donated to the American
people, whereupon it was established as a National
Monument in 1961 by Presidential proclamation. It
was further excavated by the National Park Service
in 1962, primarily for the development of an inplace
exhibit of the deeply stratified layers of cultural re-
mains.

Since that time, thousands of persons have seen
these archeological deposits, the tools and weapons
of the early Indians, the shells and bones of the ani-
mals they ate, the evidence of their hearths, and the

debris of their camps, appearing layer upon layer.
The story that is there told is one of hunters and
gatherers who for 6,500 years used the cave primar-
ily during the colder seasons of the year. This period,
from about 7000 to 500 B.C., known to scientists
and historians as the Archaic Period, was followed
by the Woodland Period, a time roughly from 500
B.C. to A.D. 1000, also represented in the cave by
pottery and projectile points that were likely to have
been used with the bow and arrow.

The major portion of this work, written by John
W. Griffin, an archeologist with many years of ex-
perience in the National Park Service, is intended
both as a scientific report, and as a reference for the
layman who wishes to acquire a fuller understanding
of the long period of time and many peoples who
found shelter in Russell Cave. It contains a most im-
portant contribution which deals with the cave in
relation to the entire archeology of the Southeastern
United States, and is enhanced by sections on ge-
ology, skeletal analysis, and early animals. It is an
outstanding example of cooperation among scholars
of the National Park Service and other institutions,
and serves as a solid foundation for the interpretation
of one of America’s national cultural treasures.

RoNALD H. WALKER, Director
National Park Service

vii



PREFACE

The core data and geological investigations pre-
sented in this volume resulted from archeological
research carried out in 1962 as part of the program
for the development of Russell Cave National Monu-
ment, near Bridgeport, Jackson County, Alabama.

I was in charge of the project and was on the site
during about half of the field season. John Earl Ing-
manson was present throughout the period of exca-
vation and exercised day-to-day supervision of the
operations. He was also primarily responsible for the
recognition and definition of the physical layers fol-
lowed in the excavation, and in the analysis of the
cultural materials contained therein.

Upon completion of the fieldwork, Ingmanson
headed up the laboratory work of cleaning and
cataloging the cultural materials, and of classifying
all these materials save the projectile points. He
initiated a study of the stratigraphic distribution of
the artifacts, but acceptance of another position in
the National Park Service prevented his participa-
tion in the final preparation of the archeological sec-
tions of this report.

We were fortunate in having an excellent and en-
thusiastic field crew. The five men, Robert S. Hill,
Fred Blansett, Earl Gore, Glen Morris, and Roy
Nevils, deserve our special thanks.

Increasingly, archeologists must seek aid from
scientists in other disciplines. Dr. John T. Hack, U.
S. Geological Survey, worked closely with us in the
field on several occasions and prepared the geolog-
ical section of this report. Dr. Charles E. Snow, of
the University of Kentucky, had completed an analy-
sis of the human skeletal remains at the time of his
death. We are indebted to Dr. William M. Bass, now
of the University of Tennessee, for assuming respon-
sibility for the materials and transmitting Dr. Snow’s
information to Dr. Erik K. Reed, formerly with the
Park Service, who completed this section of the re-

port. Drs. Robert D. Weigel, Illinois State Univer-
sity; J. Alan Holman, Michigan State University;
and Andreas A. Paloumpis, Illinois Central College,
analyzed approximately 30,000 bones which were
recovered, and Dr. William J. Clench, of the Mu-
seum of Comparative Zoology, Harvard University,
graciously studied the mollusca.

Dr. Clair A. Brown, of Louisiana State Univer-
sity, examined samples for pollen content. Although
the findings were negative, we are nonetheless in-
debted to him for his efforts in our behalf.

Many of our archeological colleagues gave us help
and sound advice. We are particularly grateful to
James W. Cambron for his classification of the pro-
jectile points. Those with whom we discussed prob-
lems at one time or another are Bettye J. Broyles,
Joffre L. Coe, David L. DeJarnette, J. B. Graham,
Alfred K. Guthe, James H. Kellar, Lewis H. Larsen,
Jr., Madeline Kneberg Lewis, Thomas M. N. Lewis,
Carl F. Miller, and Howard D. Winters. We hope
that other people, who through inadvertence may
not have been mentioned, will forgive us.

Personnel of the National Park Service provided
a constant source of support. J. C. Harrington, who
on more than one occasion shouldered part of my
administrative duties in order that the project might
move forward, deserves special mention. Others who
helped in a variety of ways were Elizabeth Albro,
Zorro A. Bradley, John M. Corbett, Herbert Olsen,
Craig Sheldon, Dale L. Smith, Bert Speed, Gordon
Vivian, and Rex L. Wilson. And to many other un-
named individuals in administration, personnel, and
secretarial and editorial services, we also extend our
gratitude.

October 1970 J. W. G.
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PART 1: THE SITE AND EXCAVATIONS

Near the northeastern corner of Alabama the
Tennessee River sweeps down through the Sequat-
chie Valley, which is bordered on the west by the
Cumberland Plateau. The edge of the plateau is
notched and scalloped by coves and valleys that are
separated by fingerlike spurs. One of these valleys
in Jackson County, Alabama, is called Doran Cove,
and here Russell Cave is located (fig. 1).

Doran Cove is a small valley about 6 miles long
and rarely over one-half mile in width. The valley is
steep sided; at Russell Cave, the valley walls form-
ing Montague Mountain rise about 1,000 feet above
the floor of the cove. The cave lies on the west side
of Doran Cove, approximately 3 miles from its
mouth and about 7 miles from the broad valley of
the Tennessee River, which now forms the upper
portion of Guntersville Reservoir. The Tennessee
State line is three-fourths of a mile north of the site.

This is limestone country, abounding in sinkholes
and underground channels. At the base of Montague
Mountain, a large sinkhole has exposed a cross sec-
tion of the underground drainage system extending
into the mountain. The system has two chambers,
separated by a massive rock pillar (fig. 2). One
chamber is open to the level of the floor of the sink-
hole and carries a stream of water into the moun-
tain; the other is a rock shelter filled with fallen rock
and the debris of prehistoric occupations.

The present floor of the occupied portion of Rus-
sell Cave is at an elevation of 625 feet above mean
sea level, or roughly 23 feet above the stream level
in the adjacent stream entrance to the underground
drainage system. The arched roof rises another 25
feet above the surface of the cultural deposits. The
mouth is more than 100 feet wide and, with gradu-
ally diminishing roof height, the rock shelter is about
150 feet in depth. At the rear, large blocks of stone
protrude above the surface of the fill; these are part
of a massive rockfall which occurred before the
shelter was occupied and which dips toward the
mouth, where it lies as much as 12 feet below the
surface. Immediately outside the entrance several
large blocks of stone, which obviously represent later
rockfalls, lie on top of unexcavated fill (fig. 3).

Most of the drainage in Doran Cove is below
ground level. The sinkhole in front of Russell Cave

contains a clear, spring-fed pool which flows into
the chamber beside the rock shelter. This water,
and doubtless that from other sources, pursues an
underground path for 12 miles before emerging
farther down the cove as the source of Widows
Creek, which flows on to the Tennessee River. Out
in the valley, above the cave, the graveled and cob-
bled bed of an intermittent stream called Dry Creek
bends sharply and enters through the broken rim of
the sinkhole in front of Russell Cave. At intervals,
usually in the spring of the year, Dry Creek belies its
name; its swollen waters rush down the valley and
pour into the sinkhole. Unable to escape through the
constricted underground passage, the waters rise
rapidly until the surplus reaches the height at which
the creek begins to overflow its deeply cut bed and
runs off down the valley. For a brief time the pool
in front of the cave stabilizes and then, as the flow
slackens, the underground release discharges the ac-
cumulated water.

A flood in the spring of 1963 crested at about
17 feet above the stream bed (fig. 4). There is evi-
dence that prehistoric floods of the same magnitude
affected the earliest deposits left by the human in-
habitants of Russell Cave. But through the centuries
the deposits gradually accumulated until the final
level of occupation of the cave stood 7 or 8 feet
above the flood line.

Previous Investigations

This was the impressive rock shelter that came to
the attention of Paul H. Brown and Charles K.
Peacock in July 1951. The two men, enthusiastic
members of the Chattanooga Chapter of the Ten-
nessee Archaeological Society, had been drawn to the
fields below the cave by reports of the presence of
projectile points and, while there, they briefly exam-
ined the cave and observed that the rock shelter had
been occupied by prehistoric Indians. A drip line
just inside the mouth of the shelter contained flint
chips, projectile points, fragments of Indian pottery,
animal bones, and freshwater shells. They did no
digging on this first visit.

Messrs. Brown and Peacock returned to investi-
gate the site in November 1951, having secured per-

1
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Figure 1.—Locality map, northeast Alabama and adjacent part of south central Tennessee.
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Figure 2.—Entrances to the two chambers at Russell Cave, looking north.
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Figure 3.—Large blocks of limestone lie on unexcavated fill at the entrance of the occupied chamber, looking northeast.

mission from Oscar Ridley, the landowner. They
were joined by LeBaron Pahmeyer, also a member
of the Chattanooga Chapter. Still later, another
Chattanoogan, J. B. Graham, was added to the
group, and the four men secured a lease on the
property from Mr. Ridley.

Excavation was carried out by these men and
other members of the Chattanooga Chapter from
1953 to 1955. In a published report, Brown out-
lined the approach to the project being employed by
the group (Brown, 1954). After some initial testing,
a trench was laid out along the north wall of the
rock shelter and squares were assigned to the sev-
eral participants. The digging was carried out in 1-
foot levels. The material was retained by the indi-
viduals, but all of it was catalogued so that it would
be available for study and reporting. Following the

final excavations by the group, Broyles (1958) pub-
lished a report of the findings.

The material reported by Broyles came from the
trench, about 40 feet long by 10 feet wide, along the
north wall. Generally, excavation was confined to
the upper 6 feet of the deposit except for a small
section at the west end of the trench, which was car-
ried down to 7 feet. Pottery occurred throughout the
levels excavated by the group save in the small,
decper area. It became apparent, after further work
was done in the cave, that the effects of aboriginal
pitting distorted somewhat the pottery distribution.
The original investigators found the site very pro-
ductive, and they thought the barely untouched
deeper levels might contain significant early mate-
rials.

Recognizing the importance of the site and real-
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Figure 4.—View in front of cave taken during flood in
winter of 1963, looking southwest.

izing that they could devote only short intervals of
time to its exploration, the Chattanooga group
called the site to the attention of Matthew W. Stir-
ling, then Director of the Bureau of American Eth-
nology, Smithsonian Institution.

Carl F. Miller inspected the site, and as the result
of his report the Smithsonian Institution approached
the National Geographic Society for financial sup-
port. This support was granted, and Miller carried
out three seasons of excavations in the shelter, total-
ing 10 months: in May and June of 1956, May
through August of 1957, and June through Sep-
tember of 1958. Popular accounts of the first two
seasons’ work were published in the National Geo-
graphic Magazine (Miller, 1956, 1958). Brief résu-
més of the work also appeared in the annual reports
of the Bureau of American Ethnology (Stirling,
1957, 1958; Roberts, 1959, 1960). Additionally,
short notes have appeared in print (Miller, 1957a,
1960, 1962, 1965), and a number of radiocarbon
determinations, to be cited later, have been pub-
lished.

The accumulated evidence firmly established that
Russell Cave had been occupied in Early Archaic
times, about 9,000 years ago, and through the ensu-
ing years. It presented a remarkably long and com-
plete record. Miller is preparing a final report on his
work, and that report and our present one will stand
as essentially separate statements on the same site.

During the jointly sponsored Smithsonian-National
Geographic excavations, the National Geographic
Society obtained ownership of Russell Cave and sur-

rounding lands from Mr. Ridley, and in 1958 the
Society offered to donate the arca to the American
people as a national monument (Grosvenor, 1958).
On May 11, 1961, President Kennedy established
Russell Cave National Monument by Presidential
proclamation, and Zorro A. Bradley was appointed
the first superintendent of the monument.

National Park Service Excavations

The National Park Service excavations in Russell
Cave covered the period from July through Novem-
ber of 1962 and were primarily aimed at preparing
for the development of an in-place exhibit of the
stratified deposits within the rock shelter. The Smith-
sonian excavations, which remained open, were not
oriented for development of such an exhibit since
they had not been laid out with such a plan in view.
Regrettably, in the period between the cessation of
the earlier excavations and the manning of the area
by the National Park Service, considerable vandal-
ism had occurred. In several places large chunks of
the deposit had been gouged out, destroying the
straight faces Miller had left.

The outlines of Miller’s excavation shown in fig-
ure S should not be taken to represent the condition
of the cave when he departed. We recorded his ex-
cavation as it appeared when we arrived. Further-
more, most of Miller's grid stakes had been re-
moved, making it impossible to tie in directly with
his control system.

For these reasons we oriented our grid independ-
ently of Miller’s in a location which we felt would
provide the clean profiles we would need. This grid
(fig. 5) was essentially a trench 25 by 15 feet, made
up of S5-foot squares designated A through Q.
Squares F, L, and R were staked out on the ground,
but they were not excavated because the deposit be-
came markedly shallow on that side of our trench
(fig. 6). Later, we opened squares S through W,
and one which we labeled AA. All of these last
named squares had previously had their top portions
removed during Miller’s excavation. This was also
true of all or part of six other squares which lay
within the limits of the previous excavation, as can
be seen in figure 5.

Miller’s trench, it should be explained, was
stepped from its east end toward its maximum depth
at the cave wall. The first step, on which he had
placed a heavy wooden platform, was about 6 feet
below the surface and about 5 feet wide. Beneath






