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Introduction

Anne Tobbe Bader, David Pollack, and Justin N. Carlson

Throughout history, the Falls of the Ohio River has been described both as 
an idyllic environmental wonder and as a terrifying force of nature (Figure 
1.1). This distinctive natural feature was a focal point for cultural develop-
ment for thousands of years. To the early native peoples, it undoubtedly was 
imbued with a special symbolic significance. During early historic times, 
the Falls figured prominently in the navigation lore of the Ohio River. His-
torical accounts of early travelers are filled with romantic and perhaps exag-
gerated personal experiences with the Falls. 

Here, the magnificence of the scene, the grandeur of the falls, the un-
ceasing brawl of the cataract, and the beauty of the surrounding pros-
pect, all contribute to render the place truly delightful. . . .

Ashe 1909:21, from Rush 1994:245

. . . the view of the Falls from the city . . . is one of beauty and romance. 
They are occasioned by a parapet of limestone extending quite across 
the stream, which is here about 1 mile in width; and when the water 
is low the whole chain sparkles with bubbling foam-bells. When the 
stream is full the descent is hardly perceptible but for the increased 
rapidity of the current, which varies from 10 to 14 miles an hour. Ow-
ing to the height of the freshet, this was the case when we descended 
them, and there was a wild air or romance about the dark rushing 
waters. . . .

Flagg 1906 from Thwaites 1904–1907, Vol. 46, pgs. 48–51

Prior to the opening of the Louisville and Portland Canal in 1830, the Falls of 
the Ohio River presented the single most serious impediment to river navi-
gation between Pittsburgh and New Orleans, a corridor of more than one 
thousand five hundred kilometers. At the Falls, the Ohio River is diverted 
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into one of three main channels or chutes, each with its own set of rapids. 
During periods of high water, boats could pass safely over the Falls of the 
Ohio River with the help of a licensed and experienced Falls pilot.

They are a terrible place to pass through when the water is as low as 
now. For the first time I had a dread of wrecking our boat. The rocks 
are so cragy [sic], the channil [sic] so crooked, and the water so furi-
ous and rapid that it requires the utmost care and dexterity to avoid 
the danger. There are several islands in the Falls and a large island and 
several sand bars below and riffles for two miles below, so that indeed 
there is four miles of rapid and difficulty; but the pilot only conducted 
us the first two and we came safe over the others.

Rodney, edited by Smith and Swick 1997

Rather than a single vertical drop, the Falls of the Ohio River is better char-
acterized as a four-kilometers-long series of low, cascading rapids, dropping 
more than eight meters along its course. At the widest part of the rapids, the 
river is nearly one and a half kilometers across. Mallott describes the Falls 
as follows:

Figure 1.1. The Falls of the Ohio River, 1922. Caufield and Shook Collection (CS 044303). 
University of Louisville Archives & Special Collections, University of Louisville. http://
louisville.edu/library/archives.
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Where the Ohio River crosses the Scottsburg Lowland [see below], the 
valley is open and several miles in width, and is quite in contrast to the 
narrow valley and high rocky bluffs either up or down the river from 
the lowland. Yet it is in this broad portion of the river valley across the 
lowland that the only stretch of bed-rock is to be seen entirely across 
the channel [of the Ohio River], and over which occurs the “Falls of 
the Ohio” where a descent of about 23 feet is made in little over 2 
miles.

Mallott 1922:91

As described by Levi (1921):

. . . the river made a great bend and tossed and tumbled and leaped 
and roared as it rushed over its rocky bed or glided in and about of 
the five wooded islands: Towhead, Goose Island, Corn Island, Rock 
Island, and Sand Island.

During most of the year, the Ohio River was too low for boats to pass over 
the Falls of the Ohio. This necessitated crews to portage boats, passengers, 
and goods around the rapids. As a result, the Falls of the Ohio River was 
largely responsible for the growth of Louisville in Kentucky as well as Jef-
fersonville and Clarksville in southern Indiana, as businesses sprung up to 
support the burgeoning cities. Aptly dubbed the “Gateway to the South,” the 
Falls of the Ohio River became a place of convergence for entrepreneurs, 
traders, and travelers, and it became a place where peoples of many different 
ethnicities and national origins came together.
 The same was undoubtedly the case prior to European-American set-
tlement. Christopher Gist, in his journals of the 1750s, noted that Native 
Americans knew how to pass safely through the Falls of the Ohio River in 
their canoes and taught the French traders in the 1600s the safest passage-
way (Pirtle 1910; Olliges 2015:3,30). He also noted that the currents were 
strongest on the northwest side and in this area flowed over several ledges 
(Darlington 1893:59). There are references in Gist’s journals to the Falls of 
the Ohio River as an important Native American landmark and meeting 
place (Darlington 1893). Gist also mentions the region’s salt licks, in Bullitt 
and Oldham counties (Darlington 1893:130). Native Americans would have 
arrived at the Falls region by boat or along overland trails. These trails often 
followed earlier buffalo traces. One such trace crossed a horizontal bed of 
limestone that stretches nearly the width of the Ohio River just upstream 
from the Falls. During periods of seasonal low water, crossing was not dif-
ficult, and numerous historical accounts tell of people walking across the 
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river with little trouble (Schultz 1810). Extending from the Cumberland Gap 
to the plains, the buffalo trace at the Falls of the Ohio River connected Na-
tive American groups moving overland from the southeast to the northwest. 
Thus, not only was the Falls of the Ohio River a meeting place for groups 
moving up and down the Ohio River, but also it was a meeting place for 
those who followed overland trails.
 Archaeological research conducted in the Ohio valley for more than one 
hundred years has demonstrated that prior to European-American visits, 
the Falls of the Ohio River was an important landscape feature for more 
than twelve thousand years. Initially it may have been a place to visit and 
acquire high-quality chert, but over the millennia its significance on the 
landscape was dynamic. Often the Falls of the Ohio River formed a bound-
ary zone between Native American groups living downstream from those 
living upstream. At other times, it was a dynamic interaction zone in which 
broader trends converged and blended, resulting in a local identity with 
distinct signatures and patterns that changed over time. By employing the 
notion of historicity, supplemented with ideas concerning social boundaries 
and identity, this volume’s contributors contextualize the Falls of the Ohio 
River within these local and broader regional trends.

Historicity, Social Boundaries, and Identity

Societies and ecosystems are not static or unilineal during their long and 
dynamic histories (Crumley 1994; Winterhalder 1994). Thus, the notion of 
historicity, which recognizes that cultural developments occur in times of 
specific interweaving social, political, and environmental conditions, is an 
important starting point for archaeological inquiry (Balée 2006; Crumley 
1994). Sociocultural and ecological constructs of previous events, relation-
ships, and decisions by various actors create legacies that can influence en-
vironments and societies long after settlements have been abandoned (Win-
terhalder 1994; Sassaman 2010). An awareness of a local historicity allows 
researchers to better model and understand complex cultural developments 
(Balée 2006; Crumley 1994; Winterhalder 1994). Historicity accounts for 
dynamic processes that occur on various chronological scales (Green and 
Perlman 1985; Sassaman 2010). The vestiges of past processes are patterned 
in the archaeological record in any given region (Green and Perlman 1985). 
Holistic examination of a variety of archaeological and environmental da-
tasets allows for in-depth and meaningful discussions about the lifeways of 
groups during specific chronological eras (Crumley et al. 2018).
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 Humans and the local environment are not disconnected, but rather in-
tertwined, mutually acting upon each other to varying degrees (McGlade 
1999:460). Though archaeologists often consider human adaptations to 
shifting climatic conditions, they also must recognize that humans have al-
tered local environments often in relation to historically specific economic, 
social, and political circumstances (Håkansson and Widgren 2014). As Ros-
sen and Turner note in Chapter 10, plant domestication was often the result 
of human creativity in the manipulation and enhancement of the environ-
ment (niche construction). In some instances, the imprints of these modifi-
cations persisted for only a few seasons (e.g., burning a field or overharvest-
ing plants or animals), while in other cases, their signatures are still etched 
upon the landscape today (e.g., construction of a platform mound and as-
sociated borrow pit that may today be a pond) (Young and Fowler 2000). 
Some of these actions had the potential to degrade or enhance resources, 
while others were inconsequential (Balée 2006; Crumley 1994; Crumley et 
al. 2018; Håkansson and Widgren 2014; Thompson 2013). Modifications to 
the local environment that survive into succeeding periods may influence 
actions or choices of later groups (Beneš and Zveleil 1999:74; Fairclough 
1999:120).
 Examples of Native American impacts on environments seen in the 
archaeological record of eastern North America are the construction of 
earthen mounds (Sherwood and Kidder 2011); river mussel discard lead-
ing to the formation of deep and expansive shell middens (Marquardt and 
Watson 2005; see Chapter 4); forest disturbance to promote nut-bearing 
tree species (Gardner 1997; Munson 1986; Wagner 2005); plant domestica-
tion (Smith 2006; see Chapter 10); and the clearing and maintaining of land 
for agricultural fields (Campbell 1985; Peres and Ledford 2016). One way of 
clearing land was through burning. For instance, the Big Barrens grasslands 
encountered by early European settlers in south-central Kentucky were, in 
part, promoted by Native American land burning perhaps as early as the 
Archaic period to create habitats for animals and plants (Baskin et al. 1994; 
Carlson 2019a). Central Kentucky was known historically as the land of cane 
and clover in large part due to clearing of agricultural fields by Fort Ancient 
farmers (Campbell 1985), and the cane breaks observed in the Falls region 
were likely a result of Native American clearing of land for settlements and 
crops (The Draper Manuscripts, as quoted in Hammon 1978:153). In the 
Cumberland Plateau, increased charcoal frequencies in pond sediments 
correspond with archaeological evidence of early plant domestication dur-
ing the Archaic and Woodland periods (Delcourt et al. 1998).


