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ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis looks at plant remains from an archaeological site, Moundville (1Tu500), in 

the Black Warrior River Valley of west central Alabama. This thesis draws upon science-

technology-studies (STS) scholarship to explore foodways through feminist, flowing, 

fragmented, factual, and futuristic lenses. Excavations near Mound Z at the northeastern 

periphery of the site, away from Moundville’s central plaza, provided the macrobotanical 

remains (plants visible to the naked eye, such as seeds, nuts, and other plant remains) for this 

project. Radiocarbon dates and excavated structures suggest a late 15th century occupation and 

use of the site. Maize (Zea mays L.) was by far the most abundant taxa, and taxa diversity across 

the entire excavation was quite low. This data, paired with the theoretical framework, muddies 

previous interpretations about late Moundville’s site abandonment and asks what plants can, and 

cannot, tell us about the human past. Specifically, northeastern riverbank samples suggest an 

occupation at Moundville stretching later into site history than previously assumed, as well as 

one that was networked throughout the Black Warrior River Valley. 

 

Keywords: Moundville, Mississippian archaeology, southeastern foodways, paleoethnobotany, 

maize 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

“Moundville, I felt, was too big to tackle—so many remarkable scholars had already conducted 

so much research, written so many volumes on the site... Ultimately, what could I really say 

about Moundville that hadn’t already been said?” (Briggs 2017:iv) 

 
Site and cite are playful homophones: one maps a relationship in the physical world, the 

other in academic discourse. These, of course, often spill into each other – and they certainly do 

at Moundville. Moundville is a physical site with soil and plants and animals and mycelia. It is a 

place where people lived, it is a place people know to be their ancestral homeland and it is a 

place 4th grade Alabama classrooms field trip to. It is also a place where myself and countless 

folks connected to the University of Alabama and other anthropology programs have excavated. 

Dozens of theses, dissertations, and papers have been written about Moundville. One such 

dissertation (Briggs 2017:ix), also on Moundville foodways, poignantly asked, “what could I 

really say about Moundville that hasn’t already been said?” I found myself asking the same 

question during the writing process. In this introductory chapter, to situate the reader before the 

rest of the thesis, I begin with a very cursory overview of Moundville, explain why foodways 

fabulations are needed, and provide an outline for the rest of this thesis. 

Overview of Moundville 

Moundville (1Tu500) is a 300-acre archaeological site in central Alabama in the Black 

Warrior River Valley. Located on the bluffs of the Black Warrior River, Moundville was a civic-

ceremonial site in the prehistoric southeast. Scholars, at various times, have identified 

Moundville as a Mississippian society, a chiefdom, a necropolis, and a ceremonial ground (e.g., 

Bozeman 1982; Peebles 1974; Powell 1985; Scarry and Steponaitis 2016; Welch 1986). Tribal 
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groups, including Muskogee-language speaking descendants, have, in turn, called Moundville an 

ancestral homeland, an important cultural heritage site, and a landscape imbued with deep 

personal and political significance (e.g., Brown n.d.; School of Choctaw Language 2015; 

Yurkanin 2021). Over centuries of occupation (AD 1000-1650), Moundville underwent large 

technological, social, and political shifts. Populations intensified and dispersed, political power 

coalesced and shifted, and autonomy was consistently negotiated by individuals and groups (e.g., 

Steponaitis 1980; Knight 2010; Wilson 2005, 2008). The landscape, too, is marked by 

dynamism. Trees were cut down, resources were tended and managed (Scarry 1986), and, most 

strikingly, tons of soil were moved to form the earthworks that give Moundville its name 

(Lacquement 2009). Moundville is a complicated, layered place.  

There has been over a century of excavations at Moundville, the majority of which went 

against descendants’ wishes. Burials were excavated and put on display (n.a., 1963) and artifacts 

were stolen, moved across state lines, and stored at the Smithsonian. NAGPRA, a federal law 

passed in 1990 that mandates the return of burial goods from archaeological excavations, was 

ignored for decades at Moundville (Navarro 2023). The timeline for my arrival in Alabama and 

some of the first Moundville repatriations aligned, making me acutely aware of the history and 

politics of Moundville scholarship.  

This project involved seven months of consultation with descendant groups at 

Moundville’s monthly meetings. This felt slow to me on the fast-paced, deliverables-oriented, 

two-year M.A. timeline—but it ended up being foundational to the rest of this proejct. First, my 

anxieties on pacing forced me to acknowledge some priorities I held: I did really want to do this 

project well! Moundville is such an agriculturally rich site, and it is a real privilege to do 

research there. Second, though I was approved to do research, the process of consultation did 
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open the possibility of refusal or significantly changing my research. Through this, I began 

thinking about speculation, absences, and gaps in the archaeological record. The consultation 

process was a reminder that there is no right for me to study stolen materials. 

Lastly, those seven months became a treasured time do be intentional with my attention 

and curious in my reading. Archaeologists cite archaeologists, but I wanted to spend this time 

softening my gaze and looking to other sources, as well. I read a handful of novels and poems by 

Indigenous southeasterners, and I continued this when lab work began by listening to Indigenous 

podcasts or audiobooks more broadly while sorting samples. I found many meaningful, non-

archaeological texts that importantly complimented what I was learning from plants under the 

microscope. Some of the impactful themes from this reading included Joy Harjo’s (2022) 

weaving, multiethnic artist Alyssa Hinton’s (n.d.) multimedia, Chickasaw scholar Chadwick 

Allen’s (2022) layering, queer Chickasaw professor Jodi A. Byrd’s (2011) cacophony, and 

countless other southeastern Indigenous artists’ approaches to living in diverse worlds. I begin 

each chapter with a quote pulled from this time that helped illuminate the multivocality of 

Moundville to me—and a nod to the time I spent slowing down and exploring non-

archaeological texts. 

The need for foodways fantabulations 

Donna Haraway (2016:2) is a science technology studies (STS) scholar. She fills her 

multispecies book Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene with “SF,” what she 

calls “science fiction, speculative fabulation, string figures, speculative feminism, science fact, 

so far.” The book critiques both endless faith in scientific technofixes and helpless despair that 

there is no use trying. Instead, she carves out a hopeful, generative path forward that suggests we 

might “stay with the trouble”—grieve, acknowledge things are hard, and continue to work 

towards meaningful relationships in this challenging world. On the M.A. timeline, choosing a 
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project close to my Alabama home, waiting out seven months of consultation, and reading 

broadly were all ways I could “stay with the trouble.”  

Haraway’s SF playfully acknowledges that science fiction may not be so different from 

science fact. It creatively imagines how we craft stories, pull together strings, use our politics to 

speculate, tell facts about the world, and more. Inspired by the wordplay, I came up with my own 

list of F words—foodways, of course, but also feminism, flows, fragments, facts, and futures. 

These Fs emerge throughout the text and are central themes throughout, but they are also 

nucleated around particular chapters. For example, my methods draw out how fragmentary 

archaeological data is, but the thesis-wide decision to incorporate non-archaeological quotes to 

frame my thesis was rooted in feminist politics and the desire to have intellectual flow between 

diverse fields.  

Archaeologists have gone “in search of a feminist epistemology” (Wylie 1995) and 

explored the sociohistoric trajectory of our field (Trigger 2006), and multispecies anthropologists 

have conducted self-reflexive ethnographies to explore the odd legitimacies that science holds 

(Langlitz 2020). These could all be read as STS and were foundational in my early thinking 

about this project. This thesis, however, is less philosophical than Wylie, more fragmented in its 

history than Trigger, and far less comparative and shiny than Langlitz. I hope it makes up for it 

in the wide-eyed, bushy-tailed writing that feels unique to an early graduate student. Indeed, as I 

wrote each section of the thesis with an F words frame, I was drawn more lovingly into the 

research process. Even though I was writing out the theory for this project, the culture-history for 

this project, the methods for this project, and so on—I felt that I was really learning and writing 

about the importance and limitation of these steps much more broadly in the research process. 

STS, too, can capture this.  
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Outline of the following chapters 

In chapter one, I provide my theoretical background. Food practices are gendered, as is 

the history of studying food within the archaeological discipline. This chapter first looks to the 

broad anthropological scholarship on the importance of food. Then, it turns towards the history 

of paleoethnobotany, a field that began with primarily pioneering female scholars. There are 

parallels between the importance (but undervaluation) of food work and the importance (and 

historic undervaluation) of food in the archaeological record: this chapter explores that. STS is 

interested in how scientific knowledge comes to be and gender is certainly one axis to explore 

this. Framed as “feminist foodways,” this theoretical chapter ends with the framework for this 

project: one that rightfully values food, celebrates and builds on the multivocality of SF, and is 

rooted in my positionality. 

Chapter two, “flowing foodways,” provides what is traditionally the culture-history 

background of archaeological theses. This chapter first briefly summarizes the history of the 

Moundville occupation and also summarizes what is known about the foodways of Moundville. 

Both have dynamic and permeable histories: thinking about flows from other Mississippian sites, 

as well as the broader Black Warrior River Valley, is needed to make sense of Moundville 

history. The chapter concludes by turning more contemporary and more literal to the flow of the 

Black Warrior River and its parallels to the flow of scholarship at the riverbank, the site of this 

thesis. The emphasis on networks, instability, and human-nature relationships can all be seen 

through the lenses of STS. 

“Fragmented foodways,” chapter 3, looks at methods. Archaeology is always 

fragmentary, so a discussion of taphonomy, excavation, laboratory methods, and quantitative 

procedures is needed. Haraway (2016:3) says “science fact and speculative fabulation need each 

other,” so before jumping into my results, a bit of legwork that acknowledges all the speculative 
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and non-transparent sides of archaeology is needed. There is an emphasis on the gaps in data, 

including what was not collected, what was lost in the processing of plant materials, and the 

ways my research skills and laboratory equipment impacted research. Paleoethnobotany’s 

quantitative results require reminders of the ways numbers can be both explanatory and 

deceptive. 

Chapter 4, “factual foodways,” reports on results. It includes a discussion of the low 

taxonomic diversity at the site, though holds off on an interpretation in the spirit of better 

separating facts from fabulations which are often blurred in an archaeological context. It also 

reports on the densities and ubiquities of taxa present, which include maize (Zea mays), hickory 

(Carya sp.), and sumpweed (Iva annua). There is an emphasis on the most abundant and 

ubiquitous plant, maize, including its particularly low kernel to cupule ratios. For comparative 

footholds, this chapter uses previous Moundville plant work, which focused on early site 

occupation; as well as plant work from throughout the Black Warrior River Valley, including the 

White site, a contemporaneous single-mound site, and Moody Slough, a slightly later site with 

strikingly similar botanicals. These comparisons show that maize was an important resource 

throughout the Black Warrior River Valley throughout the site occupation, but the limited taxa 

diversity and limited amount of hickory is more similar to Moody Slough than to early 

Moundville or the White site. 

The discussion in chapter 5, “future foodways,” moves past taxa counts and sees if these 

samples can help answer ongoing questions about late Moundville’s site history. It is future-

oriented because NAGPRA repatriation, artifact tabulation, and relations between people, plants, 

and land are all ongoing. This section takes seriously both real stories that can be told with 

fragments and the need for continued paleoethnobotanical humility, alternative fabulations, and 
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more data triangulation to answer these questions. Specifically, the interpretations in this chapter 

draw attention to the ways this data does not easily square with previous interpretations about 

late Moundville site abandonment and late Moundville robust nutritional health. The previous 

interpretive framing that science is fragmentary and flowing, as well as the feminist convictions 

that encourage multivocality, encourage the iterative, persistent question-asking.  

Throughout all of these, Fs are present: my work is rooted in feminist convictions, 

certainty in change and flows, an attunement to both the fragmentary nature of plant data, as well 

as the potential for it to uncover real facts, and a fundamental belief in the necessity of future 

archaeologies that can learn from alternative sources to answer ongoing questions at the site.  
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CHAPTER 1 – FEMINIST FOODWAYS: THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

 

“I turn toward the cypress trees. I watch the light cap them in blazing reds and yellows. The 

forest breathes heavily around me. At sunset the bluebirds chitter in the tops of trees. People and 

things I’ve forgotten come rushing back to me. Grandmothers planting corn, making pots, 

cutting cane for baskets, scraping hides, reciting morning prayers, singing sleep to tired 

children… I brush the dirt off my hands.” -LeAnne Howe in Shell Shaker (2001) 

 
Chickasaw novelist LeAnne Howe’s book Shell Shaker dreamily collapses the distance 

between the 20th, 18th, and 16th centuries through stylistic repetition. The novel opens with an 

account of Moundville in the 1500s, which is where the quote above is pulled from. Within a 

couple of pages, the story is taking place in the 1990s. And shortly after, the 1730s. The text 

continues to smoothly dance between time periods throughout the rest of the text to show that the 

past and present are often deeply connected. Feminist histories (Bennett 2006; Glenn 2000) 

acknowledge this, often drawing upon both contemporary politics to make sense of the past and 

the past to make sense of social change in the present. Furthermore, feminist histories look for 

overlooked and purposefully neglected stories from the past. With a specific attunement to 

hidden feminine experiences, but with broad commitments to non-dominant stories writ large, 

this aspect of feminist theory is foundational to this project. So, too, with Howe: the quote above 

draws upon a particularly feminine account of daily life with plants: grandmothers planting corn, 

making pots, and cutting cane. We can train our attention on these aspects of daily life, and when 

we do so, stories can come “rushing back” that we thought we have forgotten. In this first 

chapter, feminist theory helps explain the important but (at times) understudied anthropology of 

food, the history of paleoethnobotany, and the confluence of factors that resulted in this study of 
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Moundville foodways. This first chapter looks at the theoretical foundation for feminist 

foodways fabulations. 

Feminist anthropologies of food  

We eat to live, and we live to eat. Food is of interest to anthropologists because it cuts 

across daily life and offers embodied markers of environmental, individual, and social realities. 

Food is of interest to feminists for all these same reasons, but also because it is a gendered site. 

When gender is not taken seriously as a domain of anthropological interest, scholarly 

communities risk losing “half” (Slocum 1975) of the field of inquiry.  

First, food is environmental. The food we eat is intimately tied to the plants, animals, 

fungi, and other resources of the natural and local world. Food landscapes are made up of 

bioregional elements available for exploitation, cultivation, and domestication. Agriculture is, of 

course, also a social question: often filled with desires, tastes, and preferences (Chiou et al 2014; 

Etkin 2012); as well as labor, politics, and economics (Finnis 2012; Freshour 2017; Guthman and 

Brown 2016; Himmelgreen et al 2012; Williams and Porter 2022). But at its foundation, it is also 

one of soil, sun, and water. Cuisines and food identities are shaped by and through geographic 

considerations (Dietler 2007; Gifford-Gonzalez and Sunsero 2007; Mazumdar 1999). 

Food is also personal. It is, after all, consumed by individuals (Pelto et al 2012a). Food 

can be strongly attached to individuals’ memories (Abarca 2016; Holtzman 2006; Locher et al 

2005) or to individuals’ material bodies and health (Bender and Dufour 2012; Blum et al 2012; 

Bogin 2012; Chavez 2012). In fact, studying just one person within a food system can be 

anthropologically rich (Mintz 1960). Archaeologists sometimes receive a privileged look at these 

singular, personal food signatures: coprolites (feces) that record the result of digested foodstuffs 

(Boenke 2007), abdominal contents from buried bodies that might hint at final meals (Berg 
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2002), or the skeletal signatures of pathology and dental wear that illuminate a lifetime of one 

person’s food consumption (Chamberlain 2003). 

Above all, food is social. Groups collectively navigate and define taboos (Douglas 2001; 

Harris 1997; Hesse 1990; Spielmann 1988). Though food has physiological impacts on an 

individual’s health, access is often status dependent (DeFrance 2014; Bray 2003) or relational 

(Pelto et al 2012b). The things we eat and the ways we eat are filled with symbolic meaning that 

scholars can spend lifetimes trying to “decipher” (Douglas 1975). In its social context, food has 

the capacity to differentiate daily meals (Robb 2007) from feasting occasions (Dietler and 

Hayden 2001; Jones 2007; Blitz 1993; Mills 2007). Food, in these ways, offers a material and 

personal signature for the socially constructed, and often otherwise invisible, categories of 

environment, health, and identity. 

While this all posits why food can be, and perhaps even should be, central to the 

anthropological discipline, pieces of it have historically been understudied. The study of plants 

and food, therefore, has been a vibrant site of feminist responses to the anthropological canon. 

For example, when Sherry Ortner (1974) asked “Is Female to Male as Nature is to Culture?,” she 

drew comparisons between masculine and feminine connections to nature – including the ways 

that women tend to land, “grow” babies physiologically, and relate to taxonomies of wildness 

and domestication. And Sally Slocum’s (1975) seminal article “Woman the Gatherer,” similarly, 

looked at the ways foodways, plants, and gender had become second-class research subjects. She 

took anthropology to task for becoming a half-species discipline and explored the way the field’s 

male bias impacted conclusions about the trajectory of human evolution. Both demonstrate the 

strength of explicitly connecting food, vegetative landscapes, and gender. 
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Feminist theoretical orientations also change the data that is collected, and the 

conclusions drawn therein. While Ortner and Slocum were writing, Annette Weiner (1976) was 

conducting her doctoral fieldwork on the Trobriand Islands. There, she revisited a heavily 

anthropologically researched culture (most notably from Bronislaw Malinowksi in the early 

1900s) and brought new feminist lenses. In particular, she found the importance of yams, the 

politics of gardens, and the matrilineal dimensions of family life to be overlooked by Malinowski 

and other earlier anthropologists—but central to questions of Trobriand Islanders’ sociality, 

kinship, and power. This Ortner-Slocum-Weiner triad of temporally and thematically knotted 

works encourage my belief in the strengths of feminist anthropologies that can reimagine 

neglected stories, focus on food, and take seriously gender.  

Paleoethnobotany is gendered 

 Fifty-six years separate Malinowski and Weiner (1976:x); fifty-six years separate this 

thesis and the first publication of the flotation process (Streuever 1968) used for collecting 

archaeological plant remains. Flotation is the foundation for all macrobotanical work. By 

collecting the previously discarded archaeological marginalia of small carbonized plant 

materials, paleoethnobotanists have been able to significantly revise understandings of the past 

over the last half century. Just as feminist histories train the eye on nondominant stories, 

paleoethnobotanists train their eyes on small, unassuming bits of plant remains. A feminist-

oriented retelling of the field that begins with the advent of flotation can help identify the 

gendered practices that produce archaeobotanical knowledge, the social structures that situate it 

historically and presently, and the particular tools it has developed to answer non-arbitrary, 

socially- and historically-situated research questions.  

Although plant remains have been studied in archaeology for over two centuries, their use 

was haphazard until the 1960s, when a systematic process for recovering plant remains was 
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discovered in Illinois. This discovery is credited to Stuart Stuever, but a close read of the 

acknowledgements of the article that published these findings (Streuver 1968:362) makes clear it 

was students, Joann Dombrowki, Sue Bucklin, and above all, his wife, Alice (divorced in 1983), 

that undertook the labor and logistics needed for this work. In short: women. Indeed, in a 

retrospective on Alice Streuever’s accomplishments, Illinois archaeologist Gregory Perino 

(1972:86) jokingly says the “mud puppie” was “chosen - urged - ordered?” to work in the river.  

Cross-culturally, sexed labor divisions cleave along lines of male hunters and female 

gatherers (Watson et al 1991). There is an odd parallel between arms of archaeology today, 

including male-dominated lithicists (Gero 1991; Horowitz and Burg 2024) and female-

dominated paleoethnobotanists (Conkey 2017). Because gendered labor is often hidden (e.g, 

Crain et al 2016), Alice Streuver’s limited fame compared to her husband’s is not necessarily a 

surprise. Furthermore, Perino’s paternalistic tone is not earth-shattering: it resonates with both 

the time in which it was published and the continued swash-buckling, masculine energy of many 

archaeologists today. The normalization of these sexed labor divisions, however, threaten to 

disguise them as natural, rather than constructed. In a field where researchers can use sloppy 

analogies to produce their scientific facts (or, as Haraway might say, to produce their speculative 

fictions), constructivist renderings of archaeology remind us that what is studied and how it is 

studied are not arbitrary. In the origin story of flotation, female plant work involved the 

“painstaking, labour-intensive and methodologically explicit” work of countless hours in the 

river—which may even account for some of Alice Streuver’s rheumatism (Perino 1972). 

Conversely, male plant work was synthetic: the publication of the flotation method and the 

conclusions drawn from his wife’s labor (Streuver 1968; Streuver 1971; Streuver and Vickery 
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1973). In short, “women identify seeds, but men construct the power-laden ‘origins’ of 

agriculture” (Gero 2020:151).  

During and after Alice Streuver’s contributions to flotation, feminist politics within and 

outside the university were bringing more female archaeologists to the field (Cohen and 

Jukowky 2006). Concurrently, a wave of “New Archaeology” scholarship interested in the 

scientific and objective dimensions of studying the past inflated interest in diet, the environment, 

and natural resources (Binford 1962, 1965; Trigger 2006; Wylie 2002a, 2002b). Using 

archaeology to study these “scientific” topics (as opposed to historic or cultural topics), in turn, 

led to recognition from federal agencies such as the National Science Foundation (Chazin and 

Nash 2013) and led to a new legitimacy of the field. Paleoethnobotany and these broader cultural 

currents were bidirectional, co-producing themselves and each other. Paleoethnobotany made a 

happy home for itself within the confluence of a greater number of female practitioners still 

largely siloed from other archaeological opportunities and the disciplinary demands for scientific 

legitimacy. In fact, one of the textbook canonical “New Archaeology” champions female Patty 

Jo Watson who studied agriculture and domestication (Watson et al 1971). In the 1980s, a group 

of largely female paleoethnobotanists—perhaps excited about this emerging field, perhaps still 

siloed from broader participation with the discipline—refined Alice Streuver’s methods, 

leveraged Watson’s ground-laying work, and published some of the first archaeobotanical 

dissertations (e.g., Hastorf 1983, Piperno 1983, Fritz 1986, Gremillion 1989). Minimizing 

scholars to census categories of gender is a great injustice but does offer footholds for thinking 

about the ways that plant scholarship was made to be feminine.  

Much of this early work falls in line with questions of domestication, diet, and 

subsistence, but paleoethnobotany has expanded over time to answer other questions, as well. 
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Feminist theoretical commitments have been foundational in “breaking open the household” 

(Robbins 2011:63-5) by changing the scale of analysis to query everyday life, the household, and 

the body (Rocheleau et al 1996; Elmhirst 2011; Sultana 2020). Paleoethnobotany’s intimate 

ability to study food—an everyday practice, a household activity, and one closely intertwined 

with the body—made feminist lenses articulate well with the data set. Social paleoethnobotany 

(e.g., Conkey 2017; Hastorf 1991, 2017; Morehart and Morell-hart 2015) draws upon feminist 

archaeology’s roots (Blackmore 2011; Conkey 2005; Fahlander 2012; Knapp 1998) to 

demonstrate the versatility of plant data. This work has added nuance to discussions of past diets 

and environments by exploring their socially situated dimensions.  

Constructing feminist foodways at Moundville  

This chapter has demonstrated that food can capture environmental, individual, and social 

realities. Further, the process of studying food, particularly within the archaeological field, is 

highly gendered. Feminist theory has tools for parsing both the multidimensionality of food and 

the political milieu that produces what we believe to be true about this multidimensionality. 

Unlike some other STS projects, I do not want to ape an “anthropological strangeness” that 

“brackets” my knowledge of archaeology so that I may imagine the laboratory as an unknown, 

foreign landscape (as Latour and Wooglar 1979:40,44 do to the Salk Institute). Instead, I want 

methodological rigor that takes seriously the histories and identities I bring to this project, as 

well as the histories and identities for other people that have produced the Moundville 

archaeological site. 

First, Margaret Scarry’s dissertation (1986) explored Moundville’s food system and was 

one of the original 1980s dissertations interested, broadly, in diet and subsistence, especially as 

scientific proxies for political-economic structures. Thus, the history of Moundville is closely 

linked to the history of paleoethnobotany’s development. Scarry’s body of Moundville 
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scholarship (Scarry 1986, 1993, 1995, 2003; Scarry and Steponaitis 1997; Welch 1991) was also 

connected to the University of Michigan Museum of Anthropology research project (e.g., 

Bozeman 1981; Peebles 1983; Scarry 1979, 1980), which was funded by the National Science 

Foundation (Peebles 1978), further confirming the complicated knot between plant scholarship, 

female practitioners, and legitimacy-seeking from scientific institutions. This work draws heavily 

upon her methods and conclusions. Indeed, Scarry produced nearly all the scholarship on Black 

Warrior River Valley macrobotanics (Lentz 1984 being an exception). Second, the other 

significant scholarship on Moundville plant-based foodways (also female: Briggs 2017) reflects 

contemporary concerns with the social dimensions of food. Just as Scarry produced and was 

produced by the cultural currents of paleoethnobotany in the 1980s; so, too, with Briggs who can 

be read as a representative of some prioritized 21st century archaeological questions. Briggs 

looked at the ethnohistoric record of hominy and its conflation with gendered domesticity, as 

well as ceramic vessels that changed morphology to reflect changing foodways in early 

Moundville’s multiethnic and matrilocal world. Briggs’ work convinced me of the power of a 

gendered heuristic to frame Moundville scholarship, and though our methods differ, her rich 

storytelling and love for historic quotes deeply impacted my thesis.  

I find more pieces of myself tangled herein than just resonant scholarship. I see my cis 

female identity, my participation in an undergraduate research summer at the Center for 

American Archaeology where Alice Streuver ran flotation, my mentor’s mentorship by 

foundational social paleoethnobotanist Christine Hastorf (see Conkey 2017), and my current 

graduate funding from the National Science Foundation. These are not coincidences, but the 

product of the peculiar and non-arbitrary world of research. Haraway calls the invisible chains 

that tether human sociality “string figurings” and Howe’s astonishing Shell Shaker shows they 
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can move across geographies and times. While this thesis does not explicitly ask questions of 

gender, it is interested in food and paleoethnobotany which are presently and historically knotted 

to female lives and feminist perspectives. Thus, foodways fabulations can be (and perhaps even 

ought to be) feminist. The next chapter on the culture-history of Moundville provides further 

Moundville and Black Warrior River Valley background to also make the case that foodways are 

made up of change, relationship, and flows.   
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CHAPTER 2 – FLOWING FOODWAYS: CULTURE-HISTORY BACKGROUND 

 
“The southeast was covered with Mississippian mound builder cities and communities a century 

before the Spanish arrived in the southeast. The southeast is still covered with the remains of 

mounds…. these mounds may be leveled by shovels, tractors, or hate, but they will show up on 

any energetic geophysical map. They continue to exist in memory, in memory maps.” -Joy Harjo, 

“The Road” in An American Sunrise (2019) 

 
 The opening quote from Muskogee artist and US Poet Laureate Joy Harjo lands well in 

the Moundville context. Since colonization, colonists’ farming practice (Blitz 2007:22) and 

exploitative archaeology (see Peebles 1973 for a summary) at the site have modified, leveled, or 

materially destroyed countless mounds. Many more, however, remain. And they all persist in 

Harjo’s, and other Indigenous artists’ (e.g., Allen 2022) “memory maps.” Mound Z, in particular, 

appears on some historical maps and is hidden on others—flowing in and out of the 

Euroamerican record. Inspired by feminist commitments to identify non-dominant stories and the 

string figurings of constructivist histories, this chapter attempts to access alternative Moundville 

“maps” that may be more appropriately attuned to Moundville’s existence as a multispecies, 

multivocal, and multitemporal site through the framework of flows. As the culture-history 

chapter, this part of the thesis argues for a dynamic understanding Moundville’s occupation, 

foodways, and excavation. Flows help explain and map the relationships that constitute a 

changing world. Though flows are less easily seen on a cartesian plane than static points, they do 

not necessarily have to be harder to understand. No, as Harjo reminds us, the maps we choose 

normalize what we are attuned to understand. First, Mississippian flows remind us that 

Moundville is co-created in a regional and historic context. Next, foodways flows demonstrate 

that changes in food carry changes in social organization and they are often bidirectional and 
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nonlinear. Lastly, a look at the flows of the Black Warrior River highlight why the riverbank was 

excavated for this thesis and the role erosion has played for many archaeological projects 

connected to the University of Alabama. 

Mississippian flows 

Mississippian is a term archaeologists use to describe a constellation of material 

signatures shared at sites across eastern North America, including, but not limited to, intensive 

agriculture, shell-tempered pottery, rectangular homes, exotic trade goods, three-pointed 

projectiles, visible earthworks, and matrilocal kinship. Briggs (2017) has also argued that 

matrilocal kinship be added to this suite. Archaeologists have spent a great deal of energy 

convincingly inferring other social relationships from this constellation of material signatures, 

such as institutionalized inequality, settlement hierarchy, religious and political ideologies, and 

economic autonomy.  

Judith Bense (1996:60) suggested that there are two types of Mississippian societies: 

coastal and riverine societies. The people of Moundville, as did I while at the University of 

Alabama, lived in a rivered world. Moundville’s bluffs offer a commanding view of the Black 

Warrior River, a 180-mile river that flows through west central Alabama into the Tombigbee 

River to the south in modern day Demopolis (Figure 1, Figure 2). Archaeologists have long 

acknowledged that the river would have connected a broad swath of communities across the 

southeast and beyond (McKenzie 1964:10), perhaps explaining non-local cherts, coppers, and 

shells; as well as the shared cultural patterns across the Mississippian world. Bruce Smith’s 

(2010) Rivers of Change argues that the rich soil from river floodplains were foundational to the 

intensive cultivation of maize and other species’ domestication. Rivers, thus, were not just a part 

of the Moundville landscape, but a significant driver and resource for the changing polity. 
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Figure 1: Black Warrior River archaeological map from Welch (1998:137) that includes 

Moundville, single mound sites, and hamlet sites.  

 

Figure 2: Black Warrior River open-access map from Wikimedia Commons, including adjacent 

rivers. 
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Moundville’s occupational history is traditionally organized by changes in ceramics 

(Steponaitis 1983), but changes in food procurement (Scarry 1986), settlement patterns (Maxham 

2004), and other material signatures can also be seen across temporal changes (Figure 3). First, 

before the Mississippian period, in the West Jefferson period (AD 1000-1120), people lived in 

dispersed hamlets throughout the valley. At the beginning of the Mississippian period, in the 

Moundville I phase (AD 1120-1250), populations slowly accumulated—with a particular boom 

post-1200 (Wilson 2016). The first earthen mounds were built (Blitz 2007, 2016) and significant 

labor went into their construction (Lacquement 2009). The diversity of house architecture 

suggests broad multiethnic living at early Moundville (Wilson 2010). In Moundville II (AD 

1250-1400), house architecture standardized (Scarry 1998), the chiefdom became entrenched, 

and Moundville reached its demographic height at over 10,000 residents (Knight and Steponaitis 

1998). After the West Jefferson period to the apogee is generally considered “early Moundville.” 
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Figure 3: Moundville ceramic phases from Steponaitis and Scarry 2016. 

Near the end of Moundville II, and throughout Moundville III (AD 1400-1520), what is often 

termed “late Moundville,” there was a marked out-migration from Moundville. People began 

constructing single-mound sites (of which fourteen have been identified in the Black Warrior 

River Valley) and non-mound hamlet sites that cluster around these single-mound sites 

(Filoromo 2022; Hammerstedt et al 2016; Maxham 2004; Welch 1998). One of these single-

mound sites, the White site, had a small amount of paleoethnobotanical work completed on it. Its 

contemporaneous timeline with these samples makes it cited frequently during this thesis. 

Tribute may have been collected and managed from hamlets and single-mounded sites in the 

region (Welch 1991). Scholars suggest Moundville was used during this period as a necropolis 

for religious ceremonies and abandoned by most of its residents (Knight and Steponaitis 1998). 
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Moundville IV (AD 1520-1690) saw a near cessation of Moundville activity and far less 

influence of the chiefdom, though many single-mound sites continued. Moody Slough is a 

Moundville IV site, occupied primarily during the 1600s, that has had macrobotanical analysis 

(Lentz 1984), making it another source of comparison for this work even though it came from 

later in Moundville history.  

Table 1: Radiocarbon dates from the vicinity of Mound Z, suggesting Moundville III activities. 

Lab Number     Context        material      δ13C,‰    14C years BP        Radiocarbon age ± 2s     Radiocarbon age ± 1s 

UGAMS#         F(2019)11    maize       -9.82          490 ± 25          AD 1410-1450        AD 1420-1440 

68422            Lot #407 

UGAMS#         F(2017)5      maize       -10.32        420 ± 25              AD 1430-1500 (95.5%)   AD 1440-1470 

68423            Lot #34              AD 1600-1620 (4.5%) 

 

Radiocarbon dates (Table 1) from this thesis offer an interesting counterfactual against 

the proposed trajectory of site abandonment: there continued to be activity near the northeastern 

riverbank during the Moundville III phase (AD 1400-1520; Steponaitis and Scarry 2016). These 

squarely late dates coming from Moundville, not the hinterlands, are really noteworthy. There 

are always some challenges to radiocarbon dating. For example, depending on what is analyzed, 

radiocarbon dates may not capture human activity. For example, dating wood charcoal from a 

fire pit might capture the date of tree being felled or the date of the heartwood, rather than the 

date of a fire (negligible if it is young fuel; very biased if the fire used a hundred-year-old oak!). 

These samples came from maize, an annual that is excellent for accurate and precise radiocarbon 

dating. Furthermore, radiocarbon dates never preclude other occupations: they just merely point 

evidence towards one particular occupation. And what these dates are pointing out is that there 

was incredibly late activity at the northeastern periphery of Moundville! Much of Moundville’s 

chronology is still characterized by change and continuity—or flow: there is ample evidence of 

multiple occupations, reuse, and sustained social memory (e.g., Davis 2014; Johnson 2005; Porth 



 

 
 

23 

2011). Indeed, early ceramic counts from these excavations show ceramics dating from 

Moundville I through Moundville III.  

Foodways of Moundville 

Though there were changes throughout Moundville’s history, a great deal of scholarly 

work has focused on those that led to early Moundville’s Mississippianization. How and why did 

these traits flow into the Black Warrior River Valley? Intensive cultivation of maize is often 

linked with Mississippianization (VanDerwarker et al 2017), but like all multidirectional flows, 

whether it was a product or a cause is hard to parse out. Perhaps it is interesting to search for 

definitive evidence of one or the other (“the chicken or the egg”). Alternatively, perhaps it is 

more interesting to seek out different maps that better chart the synergistic, concurrent, and 

relational flows of maize and Mississippianization. At their confluence, we see new social 

knowledge, ceramics, economic structures, and more. The exact timeline for maize introduction 

is hazy (Simon 2014), but there is undoubtedly an intensification of production and consumption 

concurrently with the introduction of Mississippian life.  

Macrobotanically, there is far more maize in the Mississippian Moundville I flotation 

samples than in the non-Mississippian West Jefferson samples, which have more foraged goods 

like hickory nuts (Scarry 1986). Further north (Fritz 2019) and further west (Fritz 2024) have 

evidence of domesticates predating corn, but the southeast has less archaeological signatures of 

these key “Eastern Agricultural Complex” species. Whether replacing previous cultigens or, as 

seems more likely in the Moundville context, introducing a whole new agriculture system—so 

much changed with the introduction of maize. It was not simply a flow of maize into the region, 

but also a flow of social knowledge, cooking implements, and new social organization to manage 

surplus. For example, maize is not nourishing by itself. It must be processed through 

nixtamalization. Though nut-based foodways (such as the hickory-based West Jefferson period) 
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also require processing, it is different than maize processing. Briggs (2017) demonstrated 

through experimental archaeology that some of the ceramic changes seen between the early 

Mississippian and late West Jefferson period are connected to the intensification of maize in the 

region. Jars became better suited in shape and size to conduct heat for the maize-based hominy 

foodways during this period. More broadly, Mississippianization is co-mediated by other 

changes in ceramics (Johannessen 1993), as well, including new shortnecked bowls, cylindrical 

and semicylindrical bowls with single lugs (Jenkins 1981:32), as well as greater variation in 

vessel size to accommodate feasting (Blitz 1993). 

Maize and Mississippianization also restructured social life through the production of 

surplus. Surplus is socially situated and always “more than storage” (Hastorf and Foxhall 

2017:27). Some have argued the surplus produced by Moundville maize may have been the 

mediator for complex labor organization and the production of the chiefdom (e.g., Scarry 1986). 

Looking at how food was distributed and stored by Mound W (Barrier 2007), however, showed 

that early Moundville’s ascendancy to the chiefdom did not result in the total economic 

restructuring that was previously proposed. Instead, the presence of large storage containers in 

early Moundville suggest that individual households retained a great deal of autonomy even in 

the changing, Mississippianizing times. Undoubtedly, maize was a significant part of residents’ 

diets (Schoeninger and Schurr 1998)—and the macrobotanicals in this thesis are well aligned 

with the well documented importance of maize in the region. It is valuable to understand the 

process of Mississippianization and foodways changes as flows that leave distinct ceramic, 

mortuary, and macrobotanical signatures. Furthermore, because this thesis deals with late 

Moundville, thinking about how foodways may have continued to change, be sustained, or be 



 

 
 

25 

networked throughout the Black Warrior River Valley is important. Though less work has been 

done on late Moundville, questions of change and flow feel just as relevant. 

Riverine excavations 

 Not only was the Black Warrior River important to the people of Moundville, but it is a 

connective tissue between the University of Alabama and Moundville. A century and a half of 

anthropogenic locks, dams, and dredging have significantly altered the Black Warrior River (Joo 

and Ward 1990; McCalla 1902): dozens of species have gone extinct (Lydeard and Mayden 

1995; Ward et al 2023), parts of the river are far deeper (Maxwell 1870:43) or far shallower 

(Andrews 1909; Maxwell 1875) than previously, and the commercial success of Tuscaloosa and 

other cities are intimately tied to these changes (McClure 1967). These construction programs, 

siltation from agriculture and mining, and pollution across the watershed pose significant 

problems for the Black Warrior today (Jones 2002; Mettee et al 1987; Williams et al 1992).  

 The samples for this thesis come from a salvage archaeology project conducted by the 

Army Corps of Engineers, the Office of Archaeological Research, and the University of 

Alabama archaeology field school between 2014 and 2019 when changes to the river were 

eroding cultural remains at Moundville. The project involved bucket auger surveys, multimethod 

geophysical survey, and small test pits (Blair et al 2018). The location of this work is similar, 

though slightly further east, to riverbank erosion work done decades prior at Moundville (Office 

of Archaeological Services 1995), which was also undertaken in the name of Black Warrior 

River stabilization. There is some ironic storytelling that could be teased out between the 

scientific methods used to study rivers’ prehistoric importance (e.g., excavation) and the 

management of rivers historically and presently that require the use of these methods (e.g., dam 

construction causing erosion and requiring salvage archaeology in response). In fact, the first 

excavation associated with a University of Alabama field school was also the result of river 
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erosion, albeit with Alabama Power and along the Coosa River (visible in Figure 1), rather than 

the Black Warrior (n.a., 14 May 1959, 10). There are certainly flows, relations, and histories 

tangled in archaeology work along rivers that require alternative, non-dominant maps for making 

sense of them.  

These samples come from the northeastern riverbank, near Mound Z (Figure 4, Figure 5). 

Moundville gets its name from the anthropogenic mounds that snake around its central plaza. 

Most are roughly oriented to the cardinal directions, and as they spiral around the site, alternate 

between smaller tumuli and larger mounds that lack burials. Mound Z, however, is a part of a 

suite of “minor mounds” that do not fit with this pattern and are a part of ongoing research that 

questions their political and chronological relationship to the central plaza (Knight 2023). Of 

interest to late Moundville’s chronology, minor mound R1, also near the riverbank, has been 

suggested to have been part of a residential group with Mounds Q and R nearby during late 

Moundville II and early Moundville III (Kelly 2013); minor mound U was used for mortuary 

internments that stretched from this same Moundville II and Moundville III period of entrenched 

paramountcy (Phillips 2012); and minor mound W was converted from a domestic space to a 

cemetery in late Moundville II and Moundville III (Barrier 2007; Johnson 2005). Even though 

these minor mounds share late Moundville dates, none are as late as the dates in this thesis. 
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Figure 4: Map of northern riverbank, courtesy of Dr. Elliot Blair, that includes the northern part 

of the plaza, as well as minor Mounds Z and Mound Z1.  

 

 

Figure 5: Map of excavations along the northeastern riverbank, courtesy of Dr. Elliot Blair. 
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Mound Z, like many smaller minor mounds, appears on some maps (Jones 1930, a la 

Knight 2023) and disappears on others (Lupton 1869, Miller 1905; a la Knight 2023) (Figure 6, 

Figure 7, Figure 8). LIDAR and the geophysical survey supported the presence of Mound Z and 

excavations further confirmed its presence via a thick layer of anthropogenic mottled blue, gray, 

and red soil exposed in the 2017 field season. The next chapter looks more closely at the partial 

evidence that constitutes all archaeology, not just radiocarbon dates or the presence of eroded 

mounds. The methods chapter investigates the challenges and strengths within the fragmentary 

nature of the paleoethnobotanical record. As Harjo’s An American Sunrise reminds us, even 

when mounds (or, for this thesis, plant matter) appear to be hidden, there are memories, energies, 

and maps that can speak across their absences. 

   

Figure 6: Lupton 1869 map of Moundville (a la Knight 2023) where Mound Z is absent. 
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Figure 7: Miller 1905 map of Moundville (a la Knight 2023) where Mound Z is absent, but there 

an “Area W.”  

 

Figure 8: Jones 1930 map of Moundville (a la Knight 2023) where Mound Z is visible along the 

northeastern riverbank.  
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CHAPTER 3 – FRAGMENTED FOODWAYS: METHODS 

 
“Nothing is closer to the heart of a community’s relationship with the land than its foodway – a 

community’s cuisine, along with the body of knowledge, skills, implements, techniques, and 

relationships that make its cuisine possible” -Ian Thompson in Choctaw Food: Remembering the 

Land, Rekindling Ancient Knowledge (2019) 

 
Choctaw archaeologist, writer, and artist, Ian Thompson, reminds us that foodways are 

far more than just the food itself, but also “knowledge, skills, implements, techniques, and 

relationships.” Indeed, distinct from the singular interests of “food, diet, subsistence, subsistence 

strategies, or cuisine” (Peres 2017:422), foodways is an integrated approach to food. From the 

global scales of trade to the cellular level of bioavailability and nutrition—food challenges 

researchers to “think broadly and deeply about social life” (Hastorf and Weismantel 2007:308) 

and on the micro, meso, and macro scale. Thompson’s book offers a stunning array of what 

integrated approaches to foodways that includes history, land, language, and recipes can offer. 

Yet, food often comes to us in fragments like meals, ingredients, stores, fields. In this thesis, I 

report on the preserved macrobotanicals from one geography of one southeastern site. Good 

foodways scholarship can overcome this by triangulating multiple lines of evidence. But to 

triangulate well, first, an honest understanding of where each line of data comes from is needed. 

I embrace the fragmentary nature of archaeological plant data by describing how these fragments 

came to be: taphonomy and preservation biases, excavation and sampling strategies, laboratory 

methods, and quantitative analyses. Feminist theory championed the subjectivity of this project 

and flowing culture-history highlighted its dynamism. Now, with fragments, I can explain the 

methods that allowed me, amidst all this subjectivity and change, to still capture real pieces of 
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data. This description of my methods allows me to train my eye both on what I did and did not 

do; the data I captured and that which I did not.  

Taphonomy and preservation biases 

 I only looked at archaeologically occurring plants. This ignores the importance animals 

played in Moundville diets; the plating, presentation, and storage of foodstuffs; the agrarian 

practices, field layout, and pest management methods that Moundville occupants used to care for 

their crops; and more. I studied macrobotanicals, which are plant remains visible to the naked 

eye, such as seeds and nut shells. Alabama’s acidic soils aggressively break down most plant 

materials and very few enter the archaeological record. Those that do almost always come by 

way of carbonization because charred plant remains are more stable organically. In practice, 

studying Moundville’s plants meant I really only studied Moundville’s carbonized plants. These 

are plants that may have been fired in the process of cooking or refuse disposal, for example. The 

process of carbonization is also subject to fragmentary whims: of temperature, oxygenation, 

length of heat exposure, and more (Bishop 2019; Braadbaart et al 2012; Braadbaart et al 2017; 

Boardman and Jones 1990; Dezendorf 2013; Goette et al 1994; Märkle and Rösch 2008; Wright 

2003).  

         Macrobotanicals can name taxa that were present, but they are not particularly good at 

identifying what was not present. There are plenty of plants that will be underreported in 

macrobotanical analysis. Some of these include dishes whose plants are prepared with limited 

heat, like leafy greens (White et al 2015); medicinal plants whose infrequent use understate their 

cultural importance (Williams 2000:19); plants that are consumed whole, like berries (Scarry 

1986:176); tubers with high water content that are reshaped beyond recognition during 

carbonization (Munson et al 1971:427); seeds that are parched into mush, like rivercane in the 
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southeast (Thompson 2019:122); or small plants that are unlikely to be preserved or recorded, 

like tobacco (Carmody 2018). Further discussion of the fragmentary nature of paleoethnobotany 

taphonomy is not necessary because they are discussed in-depth elsewhere, such as Scarry 

(1986:191-197).  

Excavation and collection of samples 

Between 2014 and 2019, in tandem with a project targeting riverbank stabilization, 

archaeologists completed multimethod geophysics, a bucket auger survey, and 8 2x2 m 

excavation units along the northeastern periphery of the site. The test units were excavated 

between 2017 and 2019 by the University of Alabama fall field school. When excavating, 

archaeologists collected 10 L flotation samples at every arbitrary 10 cm level, as well as from 

most features. Appendix I lists all these samples’ provenance and volume.  

These samples were processed at the University of Alabama Office of Archaeological 

Research SMAP flotation tank (Watson 1976; Pearsall 1989a). Samples from the 2017 and 2018 

field season seasons (n = 57) were floted by Cayla Coclasure in 2018 and samples from the 2019 

field season (n = 44) were floted by Jake Johnson in 2021. I floted one sample from 2019 (Lot 

#406)—a less than 1 L sample from within the base of a Mississippian plain vessel. The heavy 

fraction was screened with a 1/20” lining and the light fraction was collected in fine mesh bags. 

Some botanicals remained in the heavy fraction, but this is not uncommon. SMAP flotation tanks 

have been shown to recover a significant and consistent amount of botanicals, estimated at over 

90% (Wagner 1982:128-9). Like taphonomy, during the process of excavation, data is lost. 

Features can be dug too quickly before identification, samples are always just a fraction of 

available plant materials, a SMAP tank might run too aggressively and slosh water and samples 

out of the bucket, and more are all potential routes to impacting recovery rates.  



 

 
 

33 

Prior to work in the laboratory, I attended multiple Moundville monthly meetings and 

proposed my research to descendant community members. These monthly meetings are designed 

to solicit feedback on Moundville related research and other activities, and they proved 

especially useful for clarifying my sampling strategy. In 2018, one unit’s excavations exposed 

human remains, and these meetings reiterated that my sampling strategy should avoid samples 

from that unit (e.g., Lots #60, 62, 70, 93, and 129). Consultation with stakeholders is a standard 

practice for many archaeology projects (Nicholas and Wylie 2009; Zimmerman 2006); and was 

even mandated in previous Society for American Archaeology’s Principles of Archaeological 

Ethics (Silliman and Ferguson 2010). Here, too, are fragments. Consultation with descendant 

community members creates the possibility of refusal. I find strength in Haraway’s creative 

reclamation of speculation by placing it on similar footing to science in her SF. Doing so lessens 

the anxiety of an incomplete archaeological record or settlers’ close handedness on stolen 

artifacts. The goal of non-Indigenous academics, however, should be to honor refusals (Wright 

2018), not just speculate over them; and feminist research should ask if speculation is useful to 

marginalized communities, not just the researcher. Even so, I found a lot offered within in 

reimagining speculation. Perhaps this is because it is a word previous paleoethnobotanists in the 

Black Warrior River seem to begrudgingly use to label their work when they all acknowledge 

(and they all do) the limits of plant data (Lentz 1984:170; Scarry 1986:330). I was left wondering 

what might happen if instead of feeling the need to reluctantly confess research aspects that are 

speculation, it was announced and celebrated when speculation was being used in the research 

process. 
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Laboratory analysis 

         For ease of sorting, Gilson geologic sieves (made to ASTM standards) were used to size 

grade samples into four categories: #10 mesh (x>2mm), #18 mesh (2mm>x>1mm), #35 mesh 

(1mm>x>500µm), and less than #35 mesh (x<500µm). The Ancient People and Plants 

Laboratory is outfitted with these sieves, which is why these sizes were selected. These sizes are 

also common across Mississippian archaeology in eastern North America (e.g., Stebbins 2023). 

However, previous plant work at Moundville (Scarry 1986, 1993, 1995, 2003; Scarry and 

Steponaitis 1997; Welch 1991) instead use x>2mm, 2mm>x>1.4mm, 1.4mm>x>.7mm, and pan. 

Work at Moody Slough (Lentz 1984) used x>2mm and x>1mm. This difference in size grading 

is worth noting. Because plant recovery is biased by methods, my data is not perfectly square to 

Scarry’s or Lentz’s, though I still believe it to be quite comparable. If anything, sorting down to 

.5 mm has the potential to capture smaller seeds previously overlooked at Moundville. In my 

work, the >.5 mm sieve only collected 62 plant samples (less than 1% of all plant samples by 

count; Appendix II has raw data). It is unclear how many of these would have been caught in a 

>.7 mm sieve since the next size was >1 mm. Though I scanned the pan, I never found any seeds 

within it. 

Plant identification was morphological: including size, shape, seed coat surface texture, 

placement of embryo, and placement of endosperm (Pearsall 1989b). I was further aided by 

photo identification (Martin and Barkley 1961) and e-mail exchange with experts, though any 

error is my own. I could have used “cf” for taxonomic identifications that were probably yet not 

definitive, as is common in many studies—but I did not do this. In general, instead, if I second-

guessed an identification, I would leave it out of my analysis unless it was >2 mm, in which case 
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I would call it charcoal. Appendix III has photos of some of my samples, including a discussion 

of how (in)discriminate my eye was.  

I only analyzed wood charcoal and nutshells that were >2mm, per standard practice with 

#10, #18, and #35 mesh. It is possible to analyze hickory and other nut shells at smaller sizes, but 

I chose not to because, even at the end of the project, I never felt confident identifying very 

fragmented pieces. The decision to only identify wood and nutshells at >2mm has been used in 

other contexts (e.g., Milosavljevic 2023). However, at Moundville (Scarry 1981, 1986, 1995; 

Welch 1991), Scarry previously analyzed wood and nutshells >1.4mm and Lentz (1984) >1 mm. 

Once again, this difference is important: presence of nutshells were likely underreported, and 

standardized counts that compare non-wood weights to wood weights are inflated. I also chose to 

not identify the taxa of charcoal samples, though that is possible. Previous work (Lentz 1984; 

Welch 1991) have produced lists of wood species present.  

I chose to prioritize analyzing all feature samples, rather than samples from levels. 

Though time-series plots could be used if I analyzed levels, preliminary analysis from levels 

showed little recovery there. Features, on the other hand, represent unique depositional 

signatures that could offer more tightly-interpretable results. The most interesting botanicals, 

unsurprisingly, came from pit-like features. In hindsight, post holes had limited recovery and are 

quite challenging to interpret (more discussion of this in chapter 5). However, because they were 

so small the burden of including them in my analysis was comparatively minimal and allowed 

me to say I analyzed all samples from features. Additionally, sometimes features labeled as 

postholes in the field are reinterpreted later (e.g., as a smudge pit, see Binford 1967:4). 
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Quantitative methods 

Most of my quantitative analyses are derived from what Scarry (1986) did, which is now 

standard practice. Species diversity in this thesis is represented as the total number of taxa 

present in all my samples. Weights and counts were taken for all taxa in all samples. In some 

cases, weights—and in others, counts—are most appropriate. For example, I included the count 

of charcoal, but weight is far more indicative of preservation and presence (one piece can easily 

become two so “one piece” of charcoal does not have much meaning). Alternatively, individual 

seeds are often lightweight, and more clarity comes from seed counts than their weight.  

There are ratios that can also help to make sense of paleoethnobotanical findings. 

Ubiquity is calculated by the number of samples that contain any amount of a taxa divided by the 

total number of samples. Thus, a higher ubiquity means that a plant appears in more contexts. 

Ubiquity can correct against an intense presence of a species in one particular area by asking 

how common throughout all the samples the taxa is. Density divides the count or weight of plant 

material by volume of soil collected. In this thesis, I divide both counts and weight in grams by 

the liters of the sample because counts and weights, for various taxa, are differentially 

meaningful. Larger samples for flotation often yield more plant remains; density standardizes 

that. Lastly, standardized count, which is used most frequently in Scarry’s (1986) work, divides 

the weight of one taxa against the weight of all recovered charred botanicals in a sample. 

Whereas densities standardize to liters analyzed, standardized counts standardize to plants 

recovered. Because my size grading practices were slightly different than Scarry—in particular, I 

was recovering less charcoal (>2 mm, rather than her >1.4 mm) and more botanicals (going 

down to >.5 mm, rather than >.7 mm). Therefore, I did not want to compare too many 
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standardized counts between my samples and hers. I was, however, interested in some 

standardized count comparisons between my samples. 

There are also ratios that compare taxa to taxa. Kernel:cupule ratios are used to study 

corn-related activities at a site. Kernels are the edible part of the corn and cupules are the waste 

product from corn processing. Whereas each kernel is attached to one cupule, in the 

archaeological record, cupules and kernels are rarely found in perfect 1:1 ratio. A higher ratio of 

cupules is usually interpreted as a site of corn processing and a higher rate of kernels signals a 

site of corn consumption. These ratios are only meaningful if you have both kernels and cupules 

(Scarry 1986:196), and kernels were so rare in my sample that I could not calculate this for most 

samples. In some key contexts, however, I was able to calculate the kernel:cupule ratio. 

Similarly, any two taxa can be compared to each other. However, there were so few species aside 

from maize with high enough ubiquity for this sort of analysis.  

Because of the fragmented recovery from taphonomy, excavation, and sampling, most of 

my quantitative analysis was quite simple: counts, weights, ubiquities, densities, and 

occasionally standardized counts and taxa to taxa ratios. Identifying the social lives of numbers, 

especially their origin and production, prevents data that appears in tables from inappropriately 

being elevated as the only or most important way to understand the past. A critical methods 

section can rehabilitate the data in the following results chapter to their right role as important, 

valuable, but always partial facts. These facts can help, but never fully explain, Moundville 

human-plant relationships. Thompson’s Choctaw Food quote at the beginning of this chapter 

suggests the need for foodways work that integrates multiple lines of evidence and I echo this 

call. Being honest about the lines of evidence that this project brings forward is one way to do so.   
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CHAPTER 4 – FACTUAL FOODWAYS: RAW COUNTS AND TAXA PRESENT 

 
“European colonialism had a devastating impact on Native American food and foodways. When 

Europeans arrived in the Americas, they brought with them new crops and livestock that 

fundamentally transformed Native American food systems. We do not use any colonial 

ingredient… before the year 1540 so that you can enjoy and understand the true beauty of 

indigenous cuisine.” -Th Prsrv (2024) 

 
Choctaw chef David Skinner’s Texas restaurant, Th Prsrv (n.a. 2024), is revitalizing 

traditional culinary practices, promoting food and economic justice, and decolonizing diets 

through their ingredient choices. Though foodways are more than just ingredient lists, 

ingredients are certainly one way to approach them. Similarly, while paleoethnobotanists can 

offer more than taxa lists, their methods are well posed to begin there. Th Prsrv’s “remarkable” 

and “provocative” tasting menu (Cook 2023) does not come solely from the ingredients, but also 

how they are prepared and presented. So, too, with foodways: foodways fabulations come from 

interpretation and theory and story, but all this must be scaffolded, first, by foodways facts. 

Overall, this thesis analyzed at least 271 L of botanical samples (one sample did not have a 

number of liters associated with it, thus in multiple sections of the results it will say “at least” or 

“less than”) from 47 discrete contexts at the Moundville riverbank. Totaling 84.2531 g (23.2627 

of which are not charcoal), this is a significant contribution to late Moundville macrobotanical 

work. Previous work came from 32 contexts and weighed about 260 g, 30 g of which were not 

charcoal (Table 2). This estimate is tabulated to the best of my ability, including samples from 

Moundville and the White site in Moundville’s hinterlands, excluding Lentz’s 1984 report on 

Moody Slough because though it named taxa, it did not publish counts and weights of samples. 

This chapter reports on the taxa present, the ubiquity and density of each taxon, and compares 
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these numbers to other Black Warrior River paleoethnobotanical work. This chapter of the thesis 

has the majority of the quantitative data. These computational facts, even when one considers the 

previous chapter’s discussion of their fragmented nature, reveals more than just species present. 

Just like Th Prsrv, ingredients are only one dimension of foodways facts we can glean from 

paleoethnobotanical work. 

Table 2: Summary of paleoethnobotanical work from late Moundville.  

 
contexts total plant weight  not charcoal mass  

This thesis 47 84 g 23 g 

Previous MII-MIII 32 260 g 30 g 

 

Low species diversity 

Species diversity is sometimes conflated with dietary breadth, or as a proxy for reliance 

on cultigens and foraged foods. Lower species diversity, in this context, would be interpreted as 

drawing upon less diverse food sources, a higher utilization of domesticates, and—often—a 

decline in health. Fragmentary foodways, however, should remind us that this may be painting 

with too broad of a brush. Instead, in the spirit of rehabilitating facts to their rightful role (as 

facts, first; interpretations, later), the species diversity here is what it is: a reflection of plant 

species found at the northeast riverbank excavations. Further interpretation comes in the next and 

penultimate chapter.  

 There was a low diversity of species present (Table 3). Charcoal and maize (Zea maize) 

were by far the most ubiquitous, but there was also hickory (Carya sp.) and sumpweed (Iva 

annua). There were a handful of taxa I was unable to identify which appeared infrequently. 

Including these unidentified taxa but excluding the diversity of species potentially present in the 

charcoal, there were only seven species present and only five that appeared in multiple samples. 
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Table 3: Count, weight, ubiquity, and density of common taxa present in thesis. 

 
total # of pieces grams ubiquity density (pieces/L) density (g/L) 

Charcoal 3,903 60.9852 87.2% 14.4  .2249 

Maize (cupules and kernels) 4,036 22.6525 74.5% 14.9 .0839 

Hickory 10 .3744 17.0% < 0.1 .0014 

Sumpweed 11 .0033 10.6% < 0.1 < .0001 

Table 4: List of taxa present in late Moundville from Jackson et al (2016:197-198). Species in 

bold were found in the samples for this thesis and species in ()s were not on the original Jackson 

et al list. 

Cultigens 

Maize - Zea mays 

 Bean - Phaseolus vulgaris 

 Tobacco - Nicotiana sp. 

 Squash - Cucurbita sp. 

 Amaranth - Amaranthus sp. 

 Chenopod - Chenopodium berlandieri 

 Cheno/Am - Chenopodium/Amaranthus 

 Knotweed - Polygonum erectum 

 Maygrass - Phalaris caroliniana 

 (Sumpweed - Iva annua) 

 Sunflower - Helianthus annuus 

 

Nuts 

 Acorn - Quercus sp. 

 Hickory - Carya sp. 

 

Fruits 

 Wil grape - Vitis sp. 

 Maypop - Passiflora incarnata 

 Persimmon - Diospyros virginiana 

 Plum/cherry - Prunus sp. 

Miscellaneous 

Wild bean - Strophosteles 

 Peavine/vetch - Vicia sp. 

 Bean family - Fabaceae 

 Carpetweed - Mollugo verticilliata 

 Cleaver - Galium sp. 

 Hornbean - Carpinus sp. 

 Morningglory - Ipomoeae sp./Convolaceae 

 Nightshade - Solanum sp. 

Water privet - Forestiera angustifolia 

Wild rice - Zizania aquatica 

Yellow stargrass - Hypoxis sp. 

Grass family - Poaceae 

Pink family - Caryophyllaceae 

Sedge family - Cyperaceae 

Spurge family - Euphorbiaceae 

 (Unidentified-1) 

 (Unidentified-2) 

  

 

 

This is different from most previous late Moundville work, which has shown a great 

diversity of plant species present in the Moundville world (Table 4). For example, at a 

contemporaneous Late Moundville III single-mound site, White, they analyzed only 10% of the 

volume of soil compared to what I analyzed (27.75 L, rather than 271 L) and they yielded 17 

species—more than double the number of species I found (Welch 1991:112). At the 
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geographically close PA and ECB tracts, the riverbank excavation associated with dates 

spanning the Moundville I to Moundville III occupation, there were 21 species present (Scarry 

1995:220). Yet, in the Moundville IV, slightly later site, Moody Slough, there were very few 

species: only charcoal, maize, hickory, and one small piece of a cucurbit rind. The report (Lentz 

1984) does not have a clear description of how many samples were analyzed, which makes it 

challenging to know if the limited plant diversity is a product of sampling strategies or if it is the 

best parallel to these findings. To me, it does appear strikingly similar.  

Wood charcoal 

For the purposes of this thesis, wood charcoal is a useful baseline for plant recovery when 

calculating standardized counts. Wood charcoal (Table 3) was very ubiquitous, appearing in all 

but six samples (87.2% ubiquity). Three of the six where it was absent had no botanical recovery 

at all. There were 3,903 pieces with a combined mass of 60.9852 g. The overall density of 

charcoal was less than 14.4 pieces/L and .2249 g/L. Charcoal is more meaningful when 

expressed in weights than counts because any piece of charcoal could be broken into more 

pieces.  

Maize 

 Aside from charcoal, maize (Zea mays) was the only other plant that appeared in 

significant numbers (Table 3). There were 4,036 pieces of maize with a total mass of 22.6525 g. 

That represents 26.89% of all my samples by weight. Maize was very ubiquitous, appearing in 

35 of the samples (74.5% ubiquity). The overall density of maize was less than 14.9 pieces/L and 

.0839 g/L. There are abundant ethnohistoric and archaeological lines of evidence for the 

importance of maize, so it is not surprising that it appears in such large numbers.  

Maize appeared as cupules and kernels, but cupules were far more abundant. There were 

4,022 cupules with a total mass of 22.4419 g; and only 14 kernels with a total mass of .2106 g. I 
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found very few cupules, which is similar to the Moundville IV Moody Slough site (Lentz 1984), 

as well as other late Mississippian residential hamlets, such as South Farm site in eastern 

Mississippi (Hogue and Peacock 1995). Like Scarry’s work on West Jefferson maize (1986:278-

281), the kernels that I did find were fragmentary and rarely whole—possibly signaling that they 

were not fully detached from the cob. I could identify them by their visible embryo, but many 

were partial. Kernel to cupule ratios are most meaningful when comparing counts because one 

kernel is attached to every cupule in a maize plant, but their weights fluctuate. In these samples, 

there were over a whopping 287 cupules for every kernel.  

The kernel:cupule ratio of the northeastern riverbank excavations, .0035 (Table 5), is far 

outside any other ratio previously reported at Moundville, which span between .07 to 5.00 

(Jackson et al 2016:205-6). It is possible that these stunning ratios were produced because of a 

handful of cupule-rich deposits. I tried to control for this by removing all the lots associated with 

F(2019)11, a 2,910 cupule deposit. Even so, the kernel:cupule ratio was still lower than any 

previous Moundville work (13 kernels/1,112 cupules). Furthermore, even after removing the 

next two most cupule-heavy features (Lots #374 and 400; F(2019)5S and F(2019)9, 

respectively), there was still an extremely low cupule ratio of .0218 (13 kernels/595 cupules). In 

sum, this truly is a cupule-heavy deposit. 4,195 cupules have been found previously at 

Moundville (Jackson et al 2016:205). These riverbank samples present an additional 4,022! Only 

49 of them came from the 1mm>x>.5 mm sieve.  

Within individual samples where kernels were present (n = 7, a 14.9% ubiquity), but 

excluding those samples that did not also have cupules (n = 2), the kernel:cupule ratio ranged 

from .01 to .36 – still placing it on the extremely low kernel per cupule recovery ratio. F(2019)11 

(lots #405, 406, and 407, collectively) had a stunning 2,910 cupules without a single kernel. 
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There were also two samples (Lot #33 and #125; F(2017)5 and F(2018)8, respectively) that each 

had one maize kernel, but no cupules. 

Table 5: Kernel:cupule ratios of samples with both kernels and cupules.  

LOT           Feature         Kernel count     Cupule count    Kernel:cupule 

#95                  F(2018)5   1                         16                       .0625 

#121                F(2018)7  1                         4                         .25 

#353                F(2019)2   5                         342                    .0146 

#419                F(2019)16  4                         11                       .3636 

#552                F(2019)20   1                         15                       .0667 

TOTAL (all kernels + cupules)   14                       4,022                 .0035                

  

There is one Black Warrior River site that may have similar kernel:cupule ratios: Moody 

Slough. Though the Moundville IV site did not present numbers for cupules, only two kernels 

were found to a whopping 41 partial cobs. The site report “curiously noted” (Lentz 1980:104, 

1984:169) a lack of maize kernels and suggested maize may have been used as a secondary 

source for cooking, heating, or producing smudge; rather than as a primary consumptive source 

at the site. 

Hickory 

Hickory (Carya sp.) trees produce an immense amount of food (Gardner 1997) and there 

is archaeological evidence of bulk processing centuries before these samples (Moore and Dekle 

2010). Previous work has shown that hickory was an important part of Black Warrior River 

Valley residents’ diets, and it stayed important during the coalescing of the Moundville 

chiefdom, even when other foods, like maize, were introduced and intensified (Scarry 1986, 

1993, 1995, 2003; Scarry and Steponaitis 1997; Welch 1991). Thus, I expected hickory to be 

ubiquitous and abundant, but it was only in eight samples (17.0% ubiquity). There were ten 

fragments of hickory present, weighing .3744 g. The overall density of hickory was less than .04 

pieces/L and .0014 g/L.  
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The low amount of hickory, especially when compared with most previous 

macrobotanical work, may stem from the fact that I only identified hickory pieces that were >2 

mm, whereas Scarry identified pieces >1.4 mm. Earlier in my research, I was identifying hickory 

pieces at >1 mm. While doing this, I found hickory in at least three samples at the >1 mm size 

grade which did not have any hickory present at the >2 mm size (Lot #121, 354, and 549; 

F(2018)7, F(2019)3, and F(2019)18): proof of hickory being underreported. Appendix III, 3b has 

a photo of one of these small pieces of hickory that I decided not to continue collecting and 

tallying. When hickory was present, it was always small, fragmentary, and isolated. There were 

never any nutmeats and there were also no other nuts, despite acorn (Quercus sp.), beech (Fagus 

grandifolia), and pecan (Carya illinoiensis) being found previously at the Moundville riverbank 

(Scarry 1995). 

Contemporaneous single-mound White site had only six macrobotanical samples (27.75 

L) but yielded 896 pieces of hickory (Welch 1991:124). This is significantly different. 

Alternatively, the later Moundville IV Moody Slough site had as little hickory as this site did. 

Again, though the site report does not share the volume analyzed, the report does comment that it 

was “surprising … that there were only a few [Carya sp.] shell fragments and no more” (Lentz 

1984:169).  

Sumpweed 

Sumpweed is an oily seed with nutritional qualities comparable to sunflowers. Further 

north, it was cultivated, encouraged, and eventually domesticated (Yarnell 1972) along with a 

suite of other plants called the Eastern Agricultural Complex. These domesticates are rarely 

found in the southeast. Sumpweed was present in five samples (10.6% ubiquitous). There were 
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11 pieces, summing .0033 g in total. The overall density of sumpweed was less than .04 pieces/L 

and <.0001 g/L. 

I have strong reason to believe I labeled more things as sumpweed than what is truly 

sumpweed, and the index has a photo of everything sumpweed-enough for me to identify it as 

such. I would welcome someone to come in and correctly identify what is sumpweed, a sedge, or 

something else. I was more judicious and liberal in calling things sumpweed because it is an 

important taxa regionally. If even one was a domesticated sumpweed, which I think is unlikely, it 

would significantly revise regional understandings of historical agriculture. Indeed, if any of 

these are sumpweed, they are likely not domesticates—they are all small and most were found in 

the 1<x<.5 mm sieve.    

In small amounts, Eastern Agricultural Complex crops chenopod (Chenopodium 

berlandieri), maygrass (Phalaris caroliniana), knotweed (Polygonum), and sunflower 

(Helianthus annuus) have been found in Black Warrior River Valley work; little barley 

(Hordeum pusillum) has never been found. These samples did not have any other Eastern 

Agricultural Complex seeds than these potential-sumpweeds. Previously, one sumpweed seed 

was found at the Moundville riverbank (Scarry 1995), and none were found at the 

contemporaneous White site (Welch 1991) or at the later Moody Slough site (Lentz 1984). Only 

three sumpweed or sunflower seeds were found in Scarry’s (1986) dissertation of early 

Moundville plants. which is when, if at all, domesticated sumpweed might have been most 

abundant.  

Other species 

         There were five weedy beans in three samples (6.4% ubiquity). Only one (Lot #552, 

F(2019)20) had a definitive shape and a visible hypocotyl and radicle. The rest were eroded and 
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fragmentary – so it is very possible that these were not all the same species or possibly not even 

beans. Appendix III, 5a has photos. Most of the beans are too eroded to identify to species with 

confidence, and they are all quite small and likely not domesticated. 

         There were three seeds in three separate samples (6.4% ubiquity) of unidentified-1. 

Appendi+x III, 5b has photos. I destroyed one while making sure that it was not a bug and 

another one fell apart later when moving it with the tweezers. Unidentified-1 was always found 

in the >1 mm sample. 

         Unidentified-2 was present in only one sample (2.1% ubiquity). Appndeix III, 5c has a 

photo. It looks a little bit like a morning glory seed, but does not quite have the right texture. It 

was found in Lot # 353 (F(2019)2), a pit with charcoal, hickory, maize, and unidentified-1. 

 Just as ingredients are an important, but not the only, part of making a meal at Skinner’s 

restaurant, The Prsrv, a list of taxa and numeric counts associated with each are an important 

piece of, but not the end of, Moundville plant analysis. In the penultimate chapter, future 

foodways, I provide interpretations and analysis of plants recovered at Moundville. 
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CHAPTER 5 – FUTURE FOODWAYS: INTERPRETATIONS AND LINGERING 

QUESTIONS 

 

“Should I call all my Indian friends, / start a Movement to fill / this archaeological park 

campground / year round with Indians? / Or should I keep it all for myself, / like the 

Euroamericans, / become an expert, / pitch little canvas tents, / dig up and play with choice 

pieces of it / whenever I want?” -Phillip Carroll Morgan, ”Postcards from Moundville” in 

Famine Pots: The Choctaw-Irish Gift Exchange, 1847-Present (2020) 

 

 Famine Pots is a collection of essays on the 1847 Choctaw gift to the Irish. During the 

potato famine and shortly after the Choctaw Trail of Tears, in a display of profound solidarity, 

unprecedented charity, and truly creative transatlantic thinking, the Choctaw donated $170 to 

Ireland. The book concludes with the poem “Postcards from Moundville” by Chickasaw and 

Choctaw poet Phillip Carrol Morgan. Rooted in “Tamaha Minko Tushka Lusa” (the City of the 

Black Warrior King, Moundville), but expansive in its Irish and diasporic imagining, the poem 

confirms that being rooted in your homeland can and should reify commitments to universal 

human rights and land access. There are persistent questions about late Moundville: why and 

how did people leave the site of Moundville? During and after this out-migration, in what ways 

were sites connected and disconnected from other sites? In what ways are the borders between 

occupational chronological periods, as well as the hinterlands and Moundville, troubled by data 

from the northeastern riverbank? The future foodways chapter offers the factual fragments that 

have been presented so far to see if any can help answer these questions. By integrating this plant 

data with other excavated features at the northeastern riverbank, other lines of evidence from late 

Moundville; and previous work throughout the river valley, some progress is made. Mostly, 

however, instead of resolving questions, this data simply points to new ones. A healthy STS 
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framework should discourage anyone from, as Morgan playfully digs at Euroamericans for 

doing, “becom[ing] an expert.” This chapter is organized around two peculiar aspects of the plant 

data: the late radiocarbon dates and the low plant diversity.  

Late radiocarbon dates and rethinking out-migration 

The first interesting finding from this research was the very late radiocarbon dates. 

Previous interpretations suggested that in late Moundville, the population decreased, people 

abandoned the site, and many moved to the hinterlands. The two radiocarbon dates (Table 1) 

both suggest 15th century dates, which is after this proposed site abandonment. One (F(2017)5) 

came from a pit feature that intrudes on a clay feature. This clay may have been an 

anthropogenic, prepared surface for the nearby Mound Z. The maize from this feature is dated to 

AD 1440-1470 (Figure 9).  

 

Figure 9: Photograph of F(2017)5, the stain in the upper left intruding into the clay, dated to AD 

1440-1470.  

The other, from a particularly rich cupule deposit near a collection of postholes 

(F(2019)11) is dated to AD 1420-1440. This pit is likely a smudge pit. From ethnohistoric 

accounts, it has been suggested smudge pits may have been used for smoking hides (Binford 

1967) or smudging pottery (Munson 1969). They are relatively small, sometimes first being 

characterized as a posthole and then reinterpreted as a smudge pit later. Binford (1967) provides 
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the best description of smudge pits archaeologically: features with gray loamy soil, mild soil 

oxidation near the mouth of the pit, and most iconically, an abundance of carbonized maize cobs. 

Binford suggests the pits are slightly oval, and are a couple dozen centimeters in length, width, 

and depth; but some identified smudge pits are larger (Lentz 1980:105). Smudge pits are unique 

to the southeast but can be found as far west as Texas (Binford 1967).  

Smudge pits have been found previously in the Black Warrior River Valley. Scarry’s 

work (1986:374) seems to have some, but they are generally glossed over as “cob pits.” Moody 

Slough, the later site in the hinterlands of the Black Warrior River Valley, also has a smudge pit 

(Lentz 1984), and is called such within the report. Moody Slough is a particularly interesting 

comparison because its smudge pit is located in close proximity to a collection of postholes that 

look very similar to the postholes near F(2019)11 (Figure 10). These postholes look like Type IV 

or Type V Moundville architecture (Lacquement 2007:61). Both differ from an earlier 

architectural style with a wall trench (Type III) by being set by individually set posts. Type V is 

typically differentiated from Type IV by having no discernable posthole patterning and an 

abundance of daub, but with such a small window of excavation it is hard to say which better 

characterizes the postholes at the northeastern riverbank. Both were popularized, though Type IV 

was far more abundant, after the chiefdom reorganization and are typically found in farmsteads 

up and down the Black Warrior River Valley.  

The northeastern riverbank, near Mound Z and Z1 in what most would still consider 

Moundville proper, is not the hinterlands. So, what does it mean to have an architectural style 

typically found at hinterland farmsteads within Moundville proper? And what do these late dates 

being found within Moundville proper mean for the proposed out-migration? Ultimately, 

questions remain, but the northeastern riverbank certainly muddies previous interpretations. 



 

 
 

50 

 

Figure 10: Map of postholes without a discernable pattern from N494 E222 and F(2019)11, 

courtesy of Dr. Elliot Blair. 

Alternative fabulations on low plant diversity 

Species diversity is sometimes conflated with dietary breadth. However, given evidence 

for the general and sustained health of the Moundville population (Powell 1985), particularly 

post 1300 AD (Hodge 2005), this interpretation for the riverbank is strongly discouraged. It is 

not possible that Moundville residents were solely eating corn, which is nearly what these 

macrobotanicals suggest, because they had robust nutritional profiles in mortuary evidence. 

Though Moundville IV site Moody Slough, whose macrobotanical samples and excavated 

architecture were most similar to Mound Z, did have mortuary evidence for iron deficiencies and 



 

 
 

51 

dental carries (Curren and Hill 1984; Hill and Clark 1984), there seems to be little evidence of 

this immediately within Moundville proper. Instead, I argue through speculative reasoning 

(which may be just as trustworthy as scientific reasoning) that late Moundville had robust social 

networks. Foodways may have been one medium mediated on these. How else are we to 

integrate the broad species diversity found in previous late Moundville work, like the White site, 

the mortuary evidence for late Moundville health, and the near lack of plant diversity at the 

northeastern riverbank? Hypoerfocusing on just one geography (the riverbank samples) runs the 

risk of disguising the likely social ties and trade networks that might have supported residents’ 

diets. Something must be written from the absences, and a flowing foodways through the river 

valley seems plausible. 

Late Moundville’s out-migration (even if the extent of it is currently debated) certainly 

changed social networks. For example, some chert networks seem to have collapsed and it began 

to be sourced far more locally. However, an analysis of late Moundville artifacts from Mound P 

still found extralocal mica, galena, copper, marine shell, and greenstone (Porth 2017). Trade 

networks, therefore, varied, but continued to play an important role in late Moundville. 

Additionally, the discussion of architecture above shows that social knowledge was shared up 

and down the river valley, as well. Why wouldn’t this also exist with food? Contemporaneous 

single-mound White site (Welch 1991:112), found a peculiar abundance of persimmon 

(Diospyros virginiana) seeds and far more hickory. Perhaps, in this integrated food system, some 

places (such as those in the hinterlands) were well-suited for tree mast harvests and others for 

maize. At late Moundville, there is some faunal evidence that forests may have been returning to 

previously cleared areas of Moundville (Porth 2017:301), but I do not think that precludes the 

possibility of other places (e.g., White) still being better suited for these trees and a source of 
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trade throughout the valley. Indeed, in addition to being a result of the presence of a smudge pit, 

the low kernel:cupule ratio could signal Mound Z as a site of maize processing. If maize was 

being shucked at Mound Z and brought elsewhere to be consumed throughout the river valley, 

that would be aligned with these suggestions of an integrated, flowing foodway at Mound Z. 

Future work 

Future work on late Moundville must take more seriously the need for thinking with the 

river. The frame of inquiry must be regional. That investigation could be foodways, and my 

proclivities, of course, would celebrate that! But discussion of extralocal goods and architectural 

styles shows that there are additional ways of thinking about social knowledge, economic and 

political autonomy, and how past peoples are agents of change. This thesis was intellectually 

curious about the river, but I failed to extend this to the sampling strategy. In future foodways 

scholarship, turn to the river! Indeed, other scholars concerned with late Moundville have 

suggested this, as well. Porth (2017:302) wrote, “any discussion of fifteenth century… 

Moundville need to be addressed by considering the single mound centers in the Black Warrior 

Valley and their relationship to each other.” Are there discernable loci of food production? Could 

more dates clarify the timeline of out-migration? Are there other pockets, perhaps around other 

late minor mounds, like U and W, of sustained residential populations in late Moundville? Are 

there other ways to track social knowledge and communication up and down the river in the 

flowing, fragmented late Moundville world? 

The vicinity near Mound Z at the northeastern riverbank pose important, but unresolved 

questions about proposed timelines for late Moundville. Additionally, because so much of the 

macrobotanics were smudge-pit related, rather than foodways related, this thesis barely answered 

questions more directly related to late Moundville foodways. What were people eating, after all? 

Paleoethnobotany in the Black Warrior River Valley has been criticized as “inadequate” (Hodge 
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2005:206) because it comes from such few locations. We will need far more than six samples 

from the White site, the Moody Slough report, and now this thesis to make sense of an 

integrated, flowing, networked foodway after the out-migration in late Moundville. 
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CHAPTER 6 – CONCLUSION 

 

 A great deal of scholarship has looked at Mississippianization in relationship to food (just 

within Moundville, see Briggs 2017; Scarry 1968)—but there are persistent questions about 

foodways in late Moundville that this thesis only begins to answer. I would be interested in 

comparing more macrobotanics from hinterland and single-mound sites in the valley because so 

little work has been done on these and thinking with the river is so necessary. That could help 

clarify if there is some sort of spatial patterning of exchange and processing, and exploring 

alternative ways to be networked in a global world is an important research question.  

 This thesis began with theoretical “feminist foodways” and “flowing foodways” 

framework to look at the history of paleoethnobotany and the history of Moundville. Food is 

anthropologically important, but understudied and masculinist in the archaeological record until 

female practitioners began investigating it in the 1960s. Moundville is also rivered, which is to 

say connected to Mississippian flows of goods and food—and the scholarship of Mound Z also 

has parallels in its instability and flows. Archaeology is also fragmentary, from the taphonomy to 

the quantitative analysis. Despite this, there are foodways facts to be found: namely that there is 

little plant diversity in the archaeological record from Mound Z, there is an abundance of maize, 

and a particularly high abundance of cupules. Future thinking points to how these facts could be 

used to answer questions about late Moundville, but none of this data is conclusive enough. The 

late radiocarbon dates and late architectural style, as well as low species diversity have particular 

points of concern for previous understandings of late Moundville. It appears that the riverbank 
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had activity after the out-migration and had a structure similar to those found in the hinterlands. 

In short, foodways can be feminist, flowing, fragmented, factual, and futuristic. 

More broadly, I believe storytelling about the past, material signatures, and landscapes 

will always be important – but there are many methods and ethics that can scaffold this work. 

We need creative reimagining of what some of these might look like, especially ones that take 

seriously land back and food sovereignty at Moundville. The seven months in consultation 

planted early seeds for me to imagine, not necessarily a post-archaeology world, but a post-

archaeology with assumed consent or a post-archaeology as the bona fide only way to understand 

the past world. Which is to say, not a world that attacks science mindlessly – but instead attacks 

the power, assumptions, and extractive relationships tied up in scientific practice. Some of this 

early thinking was well aligned with Haraway’s convictions about “staying with the trouble” — 

and thus, an appropriate umbrella lens for this thesis. 
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APPENDIX I: LIST OF FLOTATION SAMPLES 

 
List of all flotation samples taken during the 2017, 2018, and 2019 field seasons. Grayed out 

samples were analyzed in this thesis. Levels were generally arbitrary, every 10 cm. “Additional 

details” were taken from field paperwork, which varied in the amount of detail available. 

 

LOT # Unit Level Feature additional details Liters of soil 

3 A 1   12 

4 B 1   9 

8 C 1   6 

10 C 2   6 

11 A 2   12 

13 A 3   5 

14 B 2   8 

15 B 3   9 

16 C 2 F1 posthole 1 

17 A 3   9 

19 C 2 F2 posthole 1 

21 A 4   7 

23 C 3   6 

24 A 4 F3  11 

26 A  F3 pit 12 

29 B 4   10 

30 A 5   10 

33 C  F5 pit 7 

34 C 3 F5 pit 9 

38 C 3 F6 pit ? 

39 C  F5 pit, bottom 5 

44 N479 E201 1   10 

46 N484 E201 1   10 

47 N489 E201 1   10 

50 N479 E201 2   14 

52 N489 E201 2   11 

54 N484 E201 2   10 

60 N479 E201 2 F(2018)1  1 
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62 N479 E201 2 F(2018)2  1 

64 N489 E201 3   10 

66 N484 E201 3   7 

68 N479 E201 3   10 

70 N479 E201  F(2018)1  1 

75 N489 E201 4   10 

78 N484 E201 4   10 

81 N489 E201 5   12 

82 N479 E201 4   12 

89 N489 E201 6   12 

91 N484 E201 5   12 

93 N479 E201  F(2018)4  1 

95 N484 E201  F(2018)5 compact soil (?) 10 

95 N484 E201  F(2018)5 compact soil (?) 9 

99 N484 E201 5 F(2018)5 compact soil (?) 8 

99 N484 E201 5 F(2018)5 compact soil (?) 8 

99 N484 E201 5 F(2018)5 compact soil (?) 10 

104 N479 E201 5   10 

106 N489 E201 7   10 

107 N484 E201 5 F(2018)6 clay 5 

113 N484 E201 6   9 

115 N479 E201 6   7 

119 N484 E201 7   11 

121 N484 E201 7 F(2018)7 sandy 7 

123 N484 E201  F(2018)9 sandy cap 1 

125 N484 E201  F(2018)8 ashy stain 8 

129 N479 E201 7 F(2018)7  10 

131 N489 E201 8   10 

134 N484 E201  F(2018)11 post hole 4 

136 N484 E201 8   8 

138 N484 E201  F(2018)12 post hole 4 

146 N489 E201 9   12 

329 N494 E222 1   6 

331 N494 E243 1   11 

333 N494 E222 2   6 

335 N496 E243 2   8 

337 N496 E243 3   9 

339 N494 E222 3   8 

343 N494 E222 4   10 
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353 N494 E222  F(2019)2, 29 cm pit 5 

354 N494 E222  F(2019)3 post hole (?) 4 

355 N494 E222  F(2019)2, 43 cm pit 5 

374 N494 E222  F(2019)5, south pit 5 

376 N496 E243  F(2019)6 ? 4 

383 N496 E243 4   8 

385 N496 E243 5   7 

395 N494 E222 5   10 

399 N494 E222  F(2019)8 pit 8 

400 N494 E222  F(2019)9 pit 12 

402 N494 E222  F(2019)10 post hole 1 

404 N494 E222  F(2019)9 pit 4 

405 N494 E222  F(2019)11 pit 7 

406 N494 E222  F(2019)11 inside the pot 1 

407 N494 E222  F(2019)11 pit 9 

409 N494 E222  F(2019)12 pit 7 

411 N494 E222  F(2019)13 post hole (?) 10 

413 N494 E222  F(2019)14 ? 7 

416 N494 E222  F(2019)15 post hole 1 

419 N494 E222  F(2019)16 post hole (?) with daub 9 

545 N494 E222 6   8 

546   F(2019)17 post hole (?) with daub 3 

547   F(2019)8B pit 4 

549   F(2019)18 ? 3 

552 N494 E222  F(2019)20 post hole 3 

553 N494 E222  F(2019)19 pit (?) 4 

555 N494 E222  F(2019)21  10 

567 N494 E222  F(2019)21 post hole 3 

569   F(2019)22 post hole 4 

570   F(2019)24 post hole 2 

572 N494 E222  F(2019)25 ? 9 

574   F(2019)27 ? 10 

574 N494 E222  F(2019)27 ? 11 

577 N494 E222  F(2019)32A post hole 2 

579 N494 E222  F(2019)32B post hole 1 

580   F(2019)34 post hole 5 

582   F(2019)35 ? 3 

? N496 E243  F(2019)1 pit 7 
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APPENDIX II: RAW DATA IN WEIGHTS AND COUNTS 

 

The following table has raw weights (in g) and counts. The data is segregated by size grade (e.g., 

maize cupules appear in three different columns). I do this because my size grading was different 

than what was previously done at Moundville. Perhaps listing size grades could allow a future 

researcher to better compare this data to other paleoethnobotanical work. Each row is a new 

sample and, if available, how many liters of soil it was. 
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 >2 mm >1 mm >.5 mm 

  

 

wood hickory 

maize - 

kernel 

maize - 

cupule 

mazie - 

cupule 

maize - 

kernel sumpweed 

unidentified-

2 

unidentified-

1 sumpweed 

weedy 

fabaceae 

maize - 

cupule 

LOT L  wt ct wt ct   wt ct wt ct wt ct wt ct wt ct wt ct wt ct   wt ct 

16 1  - - - - - - - - - -   - - - - - - - - - - 0.0003 1 

19 1  0.0124 2 - - - - - - - -   - - - - - - - - - - - - 

26 12  0.2155 33 - - - - - - 0.0085 4   - - - - - - - - - - - - 

33 7  0.1664 16 - - 0.0184 1 - - - -   - - - - - - - - - - - - 

34 9  0.0374 13 - - - - - - - -   - - - - - - 0.0001 2 - - 0.0015 2 

38(?) ?  0.0053 3 - - - - - - - -   - - - - - - - - - - <.0001 1 

39 5  0.0129 3 - - - - - - 0.0013 1   - - - - - - <.0001 1 - - - - 

95 19  1.1075 111 0.0091 2 0.0052 1 0.0082 1 0.017 15   - - - - - - 0.0073 4 0.0002 1   

99 26  0.6786 74 0.009 1 - - - - - -   - - - - - - - - - - - - 

107 5  0.0842 12 0.1955 1 - - - - - -   - - - - - - - - - - - - 

121 7  0.1183 15 - - 0.0041 1 0.0058 1 0.0041 3   - - - - - - - - - - - - 

123 1  0.0341 1 - - - - - - - -   - - - - - - - - - - - - 

125 8  0.0069 1 0.0065 1 0.0045 1 - - - -   - - - - - - 0.0001 1 - - - - 

134 4  - - - - - - - - - -   - - - - - - - - - - - - 

138 4  0.0097 2 - - - - - - - -   - - - - - - - - - - - - 

353 5  0.6466 74 0.0644 1 - - 0.2116 25 0.0485 25   - - 0.0044 1 0.0003 1 - - - - - - 

354 4  0.0883 18 - - - - 0.0108 2 0.0079 8   0.0033 3 - - - - - - - - <.0001 1 

355 5  0.9803 111 - - - - 0.3878 42 0.0044 2   - - - - - - - - - - - - 

374 5  0.1823 33     0.7522 132 0.0797 34   - - - - - - - - - - 0.0004 2 

376 4  0.0256 7 - - - - 0.022 1 - -   - - - - - - - - - - - - 
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399 8  0.8035 83 - - - - 0.033 5 0.0064 2   - - - - - -       

400 12  0.2902 40 - - - - 1.7067 254 0.2334 94   - - - - - - - - -- - 0.0004 1 

402 1  0.0101 3 - - - - - - - -   - - - - - - - - - - - - 

404 4  1.7322 66 - - 0.0126 1 1.773 273 0.1818 69 0.0047 4 - - - - - - - - - - - - 

405 7  11.4295 515 0.01 1 - - 0.0319 3                 

406 1  0.4704 58 - - -  11.1386 1501 1.4327 738   - - - - - - - - - - 0.0046 12 

407 9  35.2105 1898 - - - - 3.1478 383 0.5326 247   - - - - - - - - - - 0.0083 26 

409 7  2.9522 246 - - - - 0.1928 21 0.0136 8   - - - - - - - - - - - - 

411 10  0.1958 41 - - - - 0.0238 2 - -   - - - - - -       

413 7  0.4256 50 - - - - 0.0786 8 0.0223 10   - - - - - - - - - - 0.0003 2 

416 1  0.2721 51 0.0523 3 - - - - - -   - - - - - - - - - - - - 

419 9  0.868 89 - - 0.1575 4 0.0613 6 0.005 5   - - - - - - - - - - - - 

546 3  - - - - - - - - 0.005 3   - - - - - - - - - - - - 

547 4  0.0797 17 - - - - - - 0.0036 2   - - - - - - - - - - - - 

549 3  0.1993 21 - - - - - - 0.0033 2   - - - - - - - - - - 0.0002 1 

552 3  0.0824 20 - - 0.0036 1 0.1348 10 0.0099 5   - - - - 0.0003 1 - - 0.0003 2 - - 

553 4  0.0791 14 - - - - 0.0306 5 0.0068 3   - - - - 0.0005 1 - - - - - - 

567 3  0.2344 17 - - - - - - 0.0028 1   - - - - - - - - - - - - 

569 4  - - - - - - - - 0.003 2   - - - - - - - - - - - - 

570 2  - - - - - - - - - -   - - - - - - - - - - - - 

572 9  0.5558 45 - - - - 0.0105 2 0.0039 2   - - - - - - - - - - - - 

574 10  0.1786 30 - - - - 0.0046 1 0.0044 2   - - - - - - - - - - - - 

577 2  0.066 2                       
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579 1  - - - - - - - - - -   - - - - - - - - - - - - 

580 5  0.0332 7                       

582 3  0.0125 2 - - - - - - - -   - - - - - - - - - - - - 

 7  0.5704 59 0.0276 1 - - - - 0.0176 8   - - 0.0003 1 - - - - 0.0003 1 - - 
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APPENDIX III: PHOTOGRAPHS OF SAMPLES 

 

The following pages are images of samples used in this thesis to better explain my methods and 

capture what the taxa look like. The photos were taken on a high-resolution microscope camera 

and are photographed next to a ruler with millimeter markings. 

 

 

1) Charcoal 

 

1a) Lot ? (F(2019)1)) charcoal that looked more like bark than other pieces of charcoal did. 

 

 

 
2) Maize 

 

2a) Lot #406 and $407 fragments, respectively. Even though these are fragments, the 

arrangement of their cupules make me believe that these are 8-rowed flint. Though no complete 

cobs were found, to my knowledge, no previous cob fragments have been found from late 

Moundville. 
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2b) An example of how I would count cupules that were attached. I would count this as 2 

cupules. 

 

 
 

2c) Lot #552 and #121, respectively. An example of the two most extreme cupules that, in 

another project, might have been labeled as cf, to provide a sense for how (in)discriminatory my 

eye was. 

 

 
3) Hickory 

 

3a) Lot #125. This is the same piece of hickory at two different angles. This was one of the 

smallest pieces of hickory that I identified.  

 

 
 

3b) Lot #549. An example of hickory identified in a <2 mm sample, and thus, not represented in 

my final data tabulation. 
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4) Sumpweed 

 

Because I feel the least confident in my identification of sumpweed, I include many photos here, 

organized by their lot number.  

 

4a) Lot #34. These were both fragmented, making it hard to see their shape. 

 

 
 

4b) Lot #39. Same seed, taken at two different angles. This one looks more sedge-like to me 

because of its stiff, triangular shape. 

 

 
 

4c) Lot #95. Most sumpweed-looking sumpweed, in my opinion. 

 

 
 

4d) Lot #125. Has a much more defined neck than, say, lot #34. 
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4d) Two separate samples from lot #354. Also fragmentary. 

 

 
 

5) Unidentifieds 

 

5a) Weedy fabaceae. Lot #552 as an example that is well defined; lot #95 as an example that is 

fragmentary and eroded, but I would still call a weedy fabaceae based off its size and shape.  

 
 

5b) Unidentified-1. Lot #552. 

 

 
 

5c) Unidentified-2. Lot #353. The only unidentified-2 in the whole sample.  
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6) Bugs, etc. 

 

6a) I spent a lot of my time pulling out parts of bugs, not realizing that they were not botanicals 

until way later. Here were the most common bugs pieces I found (in order of frequency 

occurred) in my samples in hope that future researchers do not spend as much time as I spent 

doing this.  

 

 
 

6b) See 6a for explanation. 

 
 

6c) See 6a for explanation 

 
 

6d) See 6a for explanation. 
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6e) Also, in nearly every sample, there were dozens of small circles that are probably either 

nitrogen nodules or insect poop. They varied in texture and some had a small bump. All were in 

the 1mm<x<.5 mm size grade. 

 
 


