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The chapters in this volume focus on the time, approximately AD 1500–
1700, when Native communities were profoundly affected by short-term 
or indirect contact with Europeans and when the first generations of Na-
tive Americans were coping with the cultural, economic, physical, and 
psychological effects of colonialism. The contributors to this volume pres-
ent case studies from across the Southeast (Figure 1.1) that draw from and 
contribute to the significant amount of scholarship by archaeologists and 
ethnohistorians into the circumstances that affected Native peoples dur-
ing that time and the ways in which Native societies adapted to and were 
transformed by these circumstances.
 The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in the Southeast have been 
called the Protohistoric Period, a now problematic term (see Waselkov and 
Carr, this volume), because it was a poorly documented time of initial, 
sporadic Native American and European contact prior to the period of 
more sustained interactions during the eighteenth century (Dye and Bris-
ter 1986). The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, dubbed the Forgotten 
Centuries by Hudson and Tesser (1994: 1) because they often are omitted 
from histories of the American South, are recognized now as a crucible of 
disease, violence, and displacement during which Native societies across 
the entire Southeast were transformed in extraordinary ways. The unprec-
edented conditions under which Native Americans created and re-created 
cultural practices during the Contact Period profoundly transformed Na-
tive societies, and those transformations initially were not recognized by 
southeastern archaeologists as obstacles to linking the precontact archae-
ological record with historically known Indian groups (Galloway 1993). 
Once this gap in our knowledge was recognized in the 1980s, numerous 
scholars have contributed to better understanding how Native societies 
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Figure 1.1. Archaeological sites and regions considered in the following chapters.

adapted to and were transformed by initial contact and early colonialism 
during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (Beck 2013; Ethridge and 
Hudson 2002; Ethridge and Shuck-Hall 2009; Galloway 1995; Pluckhahn 
and Ethridge 2006).
 Throughout this volume, we follow convention and use the term “Con-
tact Period” to refer to the time in the Southeast from approximately AD 
1500 to 1700 (Anderson and Sassaman 2012: Table 1.1). We find useful, 
however, Silliman’s (2005) distinction between contact and colonialism 
and his emphasis on the importance of using language that acknowledges 
differences between the two concepts. “Contact” implies relatively short-
term interactions between members of social groups that do not share the 
same identity, while “colonialism” refers to the processes and outcomes of 
long-term social, political, and economic entanglements that persist for 
years, decades, or even centuries (Silliman 2005:58). What is more, the co-
lonial entanglements between Native peoples and European colonists in 
the Southeast were structured by unequal power relationships (Silliman 
2005:59) that ultimately, and in all cases, led to the extinction or profound 
transformation of Indian societies. Some of the contributors to this vol-
ume are concerned with situations of contact where the interactions were 
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short-term and the power relations relatively equal between Europeans 
and Native Americans (Blanton; Boudreaux et al.; Gougeon; Worth). Most 
chapters are more appropriately considered investigations of the effects of 
colonialism on Indian peoples in the Southeast (Bossy; Davidson; Johnson 
and Parish; Meyers; Rodning; Sabo et al.; Shreve et al.; Waselkov and Carr). 
We want to make it clear, however, that all of the contributors to this vol-
ume recognize that colonialism, not contact, in many ways is the appropri-
ate term for expressing the “inequality, racism, oppression, labor control, 
economic marginalization, and dispossession” that characterized European 
and Indian relations in the Southeast and beyond (Silliman 2005:59).1

 In the rest of this chapter, we present a selective overview of archaeologi-
cal research into contact and early colonialism between Europeans and Na-
tive Americans in the Southeast.2 We do this to show that the contributors 
to this volume have been influenced by and are contributing to important 
themes that have emerged since the 1980s in the scholarship of contact and 
colonialism in the Southeast. In particular, the contributors to this vol-
ume recognize the importance of agency, both European and Native, in 
situations of contact, and they explore the variability in the ways Native 
peoples adapted to the long-term political, military, and economic effects 
of colonialism.

An Overview of the Archaeology of Contact  
and Early Colonialism in the Southeast

Although there currently is a good deal of interest in understanding the 
ways in which Indians responded to their initial interactions with Europe-
ans and the early stages of European colonialism, this is a fairly recent de-
velopment in southeastern archaeology. The history of research on postcon-
tact sites in the region is relatively long, but not too deep. For far too long, 
the focus had been on associating site assemblages with specific tribes, with 
little interest in exploring the ways in which those assemblages reflected the 
profound reorganization of economic and social relationships that resulted 
from the European invasion. In Mississippi, for example, Henry Collins 
(1927) began with surface collections from known Choctaw villages and 
established one of the earliest ceramic typologies in the Southeast. James 
Ford (1936) built on Collins’s work to include the Caddo, Tunica, and Nat-
chez. In these endeavors, both Ford and Collins were employing the direct 
historical approach that had been developed by Strong (1935) and would 
be advocated by Julian Steward (1942). In his 1936 publication Analysis of 
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Indian Village Site Collections from Louisiana and Mississippi and the land-
mark volume Archaeological Survey in the Lower Mississippi Alluvial Val-
ley, 1940–1947 (Phillips et al. 1951), Ford relied heavily on John Swanton’s 
extensive ethnohistoric work on the Indians of the Southeast. Although 
this uncritical reliance on Swanton has led to problems in dealing with the 
Contact Period (Galloway 1993: 92–96), Ford’s primary emphasis was on 
linking archaeological artifacts and ethnic groups. In addition to Collins’s 
(1927) and Ford’s (1936) success in linking archaeological sites and materi-
als to historically documented Indian groups, Jennings (1941) identified 
and excavated a number of Chickasaw sites in northeast Mississippi. These 
early, successful efforts in linking ethnic groups to archaeological remains 
in Mississippi largely was due to a robust historical record, the geographic 
separation of Indian groups, and distinctive pottery styles that are easily 
distinguished.
 The association between ethnic groups and archaeological complexes 
was not nearly as clear elsewhere in the Southeast. Thomas Lewis and Mad-
eline Kneberg (1946) made good use of the work of Swanton and other 
historians in exploring the ethnic affiliations of the Indians of Hiwassee Is-
land in eastern Tennessee. In working to distinguish Creek from Cherokee 
from Yuchi, they used historic maps and the distributions of ceramic types 
(Lewis and Kneberg 1946: 10–20). Given the location of their excavations, 
it should come as no surprise that they provide one of the early references 
to the Soto chronicles in attempting to sort out the dynamic movement 
of peoples during the Early Contact Period. Joffre Coe (1961) further ex-
plored the relationship between precontact phases and the Cherokee in 
North Carolina, as did Roy Dickens (1976) and Bennie Keel (1976; Keel et 
al. 2002).
 Although several Creek sites located in Georgia and Alabama were ex-
cavated during the first half of the twentieth century, and the outlines of 
Creek archaeology were coming together by the mid-century (Sears 1955), 
attempts to develop a comprehensive picture of Creek archaeology were 
relatively late in coming (for overviews, see Jenkins 2009; Knight 1994a; 
Waselkov and Smith 2000; Worth 2000). In contrast, perhaps because of 
the wealth of Spanish records or perhaps because of an interest in Spanish 
missions, the archaeology of the Contact Period in Florida got off to an 
early start. Early research there includes and is built on the work of John 
Goggin (1953) and Hale Smith (1948).
 The focus on ethnic identification in the archaeological work during 
the first six decades of the twentieth century is completely understandable, 



Introduction   ·   5

given the emphasis on chronology during the cultural historical period 
of American archaeology and the initial assumptions that this chronol-
ogy was relatively short—assumed to span 1,000 instead of 14,000 years 
(Ford and Willey 1941). Ethnic identification was just one more element 
of a phase name and trait list. What is more interesting is that there are 
relatively few studies of Contact Period sites during the early decades of 
processual theory in American archaeology, a paradigm that examined 
cultural dynamics. One of the possible reasons for this lack of interest in 
the Contact Period by the pioneers of processual archaeology is their fun-
damental focus on cultural evolution. The evolutionary model of the early 
processualists was proposed to be universal and, despite protests to the 
contrary, was substantially unilineal. Mississippian sites provided ideal op-
portunities to test the implications of the model for chiefdom-level societ-
ies (e.g., Peebles and Kus 1977), and generations of graduate students wrote 
dissertations on Mississippian sites looking to document central-place re-
distribution, ascribed status, and other functional trappings of the chief-
dom stage of evolution (see Steponaitis 1986: 389–391). All but a few of the 
Contact Period societies in the Southeast were classified as tribes, a level 
in the evolutionary model that was poorly formulated and, as it turns out, 
largely misunderstood. Why would you excavate Contact Period sites or 
read ethnographies of southeastern Indians if you were testing processual 
models?
 A renewed focus on the Contact Period came about, in part, because 
some of the large cultural resource management projects of the 1970s and 
1980s surveyed areas that included a substantial number of Contact and 
colonial period sites. The University of Tennessee’s Tellico Reservoir proj-
ect, which included the main towns of the Overhill Cherokee, is one of the 
best examples of the coincidence of Contact Period archaeological sites 
and the processualist focus of cultural resource management archaeology 
(Schroedl 1986).
 Another important event that showed a renewed interest in the Early 
Contact Period was a seminar organized in 1980 by Charles Hudson at 
the University of Georgia that included only two students, Marvin Smith 
and Chester DePratter (Hudson 1997:467). Two major projects in north 
Georgia during the early 1970s on Contact Period occupations at the King 
(Blakely 1988; Hally 2008; Smith 1975) and Little Egypt (Hally 1979; Hud-
son et al. 1985; Smith 1987) sites set the stage for the seminar, as did recent 
reconsiderations of the Soto route (Brain et al. 1974; Lankford 1977; Smith 
1976). The collaboration between Hudson, Smith, and DePratter brought 



6   ·   Maureen Meyers, Edmond A. Boudreaux III, and Jay K. Johnson

immediate results, including journal articles (Hudson et al. 1984; Hudson 
et al. 1985), two dissertations (DePratter 1983; Smith 1984), and a book on 
early contact (Smith 1987). This work marked the beginning of a surge of 
new scholarship in the 1980s and 1990s that showed a renewed interest 
in Native peoples during the Early Contact Period. Although strongly as-
sociated with Hudson, his students, and his colleagues at the University 
of Georgia (Ethridge and Hudson 2002; Hudson 1990; Hudson et al. 1990; 
Hudson and Tesser, ed. 1994; Smith 1987), this renewed interest in contact 
and colonialism involved many other scholars working across the entire 
Southeast (Atkinson 1987; Davis et al. 1998; Dickens et al. 1987; Dye and 
Brister 1986; Dye and Cox 1990; Ewen and Hann 1998; Galloway 1995; 
Johnson and Sparks 1986; Marshall 1986; Sheldon and Jenkins 1986).
 Several important themes have emerged from this research, especially 
from the work of Charles Hudson and his students whose work empha-
sized creating social histories that bridged the gap between the Native poli-
ties documented in the sixteenth century and the better-known tribes and 
nations of the eighteenth century (Ethridge 2010). One of these themes is 
an emphasis on reconstructing the sixteenth-century social geography of 
the Southeast based on European accounts and regional archaeological pat-
terns. For example, Hudson and Tesser’s (ed. 1994) Forgotten Centuries vol-
ume used historical and archaeological data and perspectives to re-create 
the social histories of Native groups by using reconstructions of Soto’s route 
(Hally et al. 1990; Hudson et al. 1984; Hudson et al. 1985, 1987; Hudson et 
al. 1990; Milanich 1989) and the Native polities discussed in the accounts 
to establish an at-contact baseline for the locations and attributes of Native 
polities.
 There always has been interest in defining the routes followed by Euro-
pean explorers and in identifying the specific locations of battles, missions, 
forts, European encampments, and Indian towns documented in historic 
accounts (Clayton et al. 1993; Hoffman 1994; Hudson et al. 1989; South and 
Deagan 2002; Swanton 1985; Worth 1994a, 1995). In order to reconstruct 
the social geography of the Southeast at the time of first contact, however, 
the routes of explorers have to be reconciled with both the physical land-
scape and the late, precontact archaeological record so that the names, po-
litical relations, and other observations recorded in sixteenth-century ac-
counts can be integrated with archaeological data (Hudson 1990). Perhaps 
the most comprehensive treatment of exploration that combines archaeo-
logical and documentary evidence is Hudson’s Knights of Spain, Warriors 
of the Sun (1997) in which he attempts to reconstruct the social geography 


