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INTRODUCTION  

 

 

Per state statute (Indiana Code 14-21-1-12), one of the duties of the Division of Historic 

Preservation and Archaeology (DHPA) is to develop a program of archaeological research and 

development, including the publication of information regarding archaeological resources in the 

state. This journal is one of the ways the DHPA addresses that mandate.  In addition, Indianaôs 

Cultural Resources Management Plan 2005 to 2011 (DHPA 2005:32) also lists educating the 

public about Indianaôs prehistoric and historic Native American cultures and identifying, and 

studying Native American, African-American, and other ethnic and cultural heritage resources, 

as ways to accomplish several preservation goals.   

 We are pleased to offer this volume containing articles on a broad range of archaeological 

and anthropological topics. Archaeology is happening regularly in Indiana, and all of these 

articles provide the reader with various insights into many important sites, theories, and projects. 

We received a large number of article submissions in 2010, and as a result, this is the first time 

we have offered two numbers in a volume of the journal. To view previous editions of Indiana 

Archaeology, go to http://www.in.gov/dnr/historic/3676.htm. 

For those who may not be familiar with some archaeological terms, a helpful glossary of 

some of these general terms is included in the back of this journal. To also aid the non-

archaeologist reader, a general overview of prehistoric time periods may be found at the end of 

this volume. Additional archaeological outreach documents, including Early Peoples of Indiana, 

may be accessed at www.IN.gov/dnr/historic. For those readers who may not be familiar with the 

authors and editors of the volume, biographical information is provided. Feel free to access our 

Indiana archaeological travel itinerary (http://www.in.gov/dnr/historic/files/travelsarchaeo.pdf) if 

you would wish to visit an archaeological site. The DHPA also urges you to participate in the 

annual Indiana Archaeology Month in September. If you have an interest in providing a 

voluntary financial donation to contribute to archaeology in our state, consider the Archeology 

Preservation Trust Fund (http://www.in.gov/dnr/historic/5897.htm). 

In future volumes, the editors will be introducing a new featureðoccasional ñreportsò or 

ñfeaturesò on various archaeological topics pertinent to specific regions, counties, or city/towns 

of Indianaðto disseminate further archaeological information of local, topical, and community 

interest.  If  qualified professional archaeologists, professionals in fields related to archaeology, 

avocational archaeologists, and knowledgeable individuals with expertise in relevant topics wish 

to tender a credible submission, please contact the editors for consideration prior to submission.  

If individuals or groups have particular topics or ideas they wish to offer, the editors welcome 

suggestions. 

 This volume of Indiana Archaeology is dedicated to the memory of Dr. Elizabeth J. 

Glenn who passed away on Dec. 25, 2010. She was an anthropology professor at Ball State 

University in Muncie, Indiana for 30 years, retiring in 1997. Dr. Glenn contributed much to 

anthropology, ethnohistory, and Native American studies in our state.   

 

- - JRJ, ALJ 
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EVIDENCE OF RITUALIZED MORTU ARY BEHAVIOR AT THE MEYER SITE: AN 

INADVERTENT DISCOVERY IN SPENCER COUNTY , INDIANA  

 

Anne Tobbe Bader 

Falls of the Ohio Archaeological Society 

 

 

[Editorsô note: Please be advised that this article contains descriptions and illustrations of 

Native American human remains.]    

 

 

Within the field of scientific archaeology, one may be understandably hesitant to attribute 

patterns observed in the ground to ritualistic behavior on the part of those unseen actors who left 

the remains. Unlike artifacts, ritual behavior cannot be labeled and packaged. It cannot be 

counted and subjected to statistical analyses. Yet ritual has played a significant role in the day-to-

day lives of all peoples, and the tendency to shy away from this aspect of prehistoric behavior 

and the attendant effects of that behavior observable in the archaeological record may restrict our 

ability to interpret culture in a holistic fashion.   

 Nowhere is the expression of ritual more clearly observable archaeologically than in the 

mortuary realm. Yet, as will be more clearly articulated in this paper, burial sites by the very 

nature of their long term and repeated use by a prehistoric population over time often present 

conflated or ambiguous information as burial features lie amid features resulting from other non-

mortuary activities, or are intersected by features of a later date or even a different group of 

people altogether.  As a mortuary site that was utilized intensely but briefly, the Meyer Cemetery 

site (12Sp1082) in Spencer County, Indiana, offers an exception to this scenario and offers what 

appears to be a clear association of features associated with the rites of the dead. 

 The purpose of this paper is to examine a possible ritualistic explanation for enigmatic 

late Middle Archaic features found in association with an approximate 30 human interments at 

the Meyer Cemetery site. The data acquired from the emergency 2004 excavations (Bader 2004, 

2005b) of this site are compared to ethnographic accounts of Shawnee mortuary behaviors. 

Similar features and associations are then documented at other regional late Middle Archaic 

mortuary sites. Finally, it is concluded that the behaviors apparent at the Meyer site, while 

suggesting the tenacity of ritual behavior over centuries, reflects a distinctive mortuary pattern 

that differs from other regional late Middle to Late Archaic sites. The data is offered as yet 

another means by which to distinguish inter-regional and temporal differences among late 

Middle to Late Archaic groups in the lower Ohio River valley. 

 

 

The Meyer Site 

 

 

In May 2004, while excavating trenches to emplace foundation footers for a planned expansion 

to a residence (Figure 1), landowners discovered an archaeological site on their property. 

Initially, it was thought that only several truncated firepits and a single human burial had been 
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disturbed during construction. In response to a call from the Indiana Department of Natural 

Resources, Division of Historic Preservation and Archaeology (IDNR/DHPA), the Falls of the 

Ohio Archaeological Society (FOAS) proceeded to salvage and document the features to allow 

construction to proceed.  The supposedly minor field effort represented an ideal opportunity for 

FOAS to obtain on-the-job training in archaeological techniques with qualified professionals 

while simultaneously assisting the landowner resolve outstanding issues regarding sensitive 

archaeological remains on his construction site. Contrary to early impressions, the site was 

revealed to be a very dense midden zone containing numerous features of several types and 

multiple human burials. The occupation was associated with the late Middle Archaic period and 

yielded Matanzas projectile points. Artifacts from other periods were scarce, suggesting transient 

use at other times. Calls for additional help went out, and experienced professional 

archaeologists from ten universities, state agencies, archaeological firms, and independent 

volunteers in three states sent crew, logging nearly 1,600 manhours every weekend from May 

through September 2004.   

 The Meyer site is located in Spencer County, Indiana. At first glance, the landform on 

which the site is situated appears to be broad and relatively flat, with little relief. However, it 

actually sits along a narrow low ridge that terminates in a small knoll at the edge of a drop-off to 

the lowlands along a river (Figure 1). A large spring flows from the hillside near the site into a 

creek. Southwest of this creek, three additional, closely spaced and roughly parallel streams 

provide additional drainage to the terrace. The low-lying areas between the terrace ridges 

through which the streams flow are wet and marshy, and wooded for a good portion of their 

length. Other sites of the late Middle Archaic demonstrate the same pattern of proximity to 

resource-rich sloughs. Although the feature density is less, the site bears resemblances to the 

Black Earth Site in Illinois, the Bluegrass Site in southwestern Indiana (Stafford and Cantin 

2005; and the KYANG (Kentucky Air National Guard) Site in Louisville, Kentucky (Bader 

1992; Bader and Granger 1989; Granger 1988; Jefferies and Butler 1982). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1. View of Meyer site looking north, showing small knoll at the terminus of the ridgespur. 
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 Work at the site began with clearing the footer trench walls to identify the locations and 

nature of cultural features (Figure 2). Heavy rains had blurred the original clarity of these walls, 

leaving a hardened mud and silt coating over what had been fresh cuts in the ground.  It required 

several weekends to clear the nearly 150 meters of footer trenches. It was not long before it 

became clear that even with volunteer amateur and donated professional help it would take many 

manhours to remove the midden between the trenches and identify and rescue feature and burial 

data.  Consultations with the IDNR/DHPA ensued, and a sampling strategy was formed in which 

a minimum of 50 percent of the non-burial features would be excavated, and 100 percent of the 

burials within the construction site would be removed. 

 At that point, Ms. Cheryl Munson solicited the assistance of Dr. Nelson Shaffer of the 

Indiana Geological Survey. Dr. Shaffer graciously agreed to conduct remote sensing in an 

attempt to identify burial features non-invasively without excavation. Dr. Shaffer used ground 

penetrating radar (GPR) equipment for this purpose. With the assistance of Jocelyn Turner and 

Indiana Congressman Matt Pierce, Dr. Shaffer identified more than 20 anomalies he thought 

were probable cultural features. Although he ran out of time before he could investigate a wider 

area than the immediately impacted portion of the site, he did note the presence of several 

anomalies beyond the construction site. As Dr. Shaffer passed across an area he thought 

contained an anomaly, the spot was flagged and labeled, and targeted as a priority for future 

excavation. One meter square test units were excavated in the locations of the anomalies. Several 

of these units were excavated between the footer locations in an area where the upper layers of 

the midden had been truncated by soil removal during the excavation of the footer trenches and 

leveling of the intermediate areas. In other cases, however, test units were dug in areas that had 

not been disturbed and where the original ground surface was intact. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.  FOAS members Sundea Murphy and Leslie Rumbley profile exposed features. 
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 Following the excavation of the non-burial features exposed in the footer trench walls, 

controlled excavation of five 1 x 1 meter square test units to test the midden, and excavation of 

the exposed burials, the final phase of the fieldwork was implemented. First, documentation was 

made of all the non-excavated features. At a minimum, each feature was mapped, photographed, 

a vertical profile drawn, and a plan view prepared. Following this, mechanical stripping of the 

midden began. The purpose of the stripping was to ensure that all additional human burials were 

identified. A small backhoe with a smooth blade was used to peel back the midden in 

approximate 10 centimeter levels. The stripping was monitored at all times by a professional 

archaeologist. The backhoe was stopped whenever a feature was revealed, or if human bones 

were exposed. The feature was marked by pin flags, and left as a pedestal until the completion of 

the backhoe work. In areas where no features were observed, the backhoe operation continued 

until sterile clay subsoil was reached. There came a point in this process when the backhoe was 

no longer available.  From that time on, the midden was removed by shovel, with the landowner 

providing a significant portion of the labor. As with the backhoe, this work was monitored 

continuously. By this means, additional features were identified, but no new burials were 

discovered. In all, over 125 features, including burials, were identified, excavated, and recorded 

(Figure 3).  

 The investigation of the site was restricted to the construction area, roughly 900 square 

feet that encompassed the addition to the house and a rear patio.  This small area appears to have 

been restricted to mortuary use.  Based on surface finds in an adjacent yard and cultivated field, 

the site extends considerably farther north of the excavations. Although it has not been field 

verified, it is reasonable to conclude that nearby areas contain evidence of residential and/or 

specialized work areas. Artifacts, floral and faunal remains, and features associated with day-to-

day subsistence and resource processing were found during the excavations, indicating the group 

lived and worked at or very nearby the site.  

 Late Middle Archaic Matanzas occupation(s), assignable to the early French Lick Phase, 

was identified at the site.  The upper zone, consisting of a thick, black earthen midden, contains 

thermal features, shallow and deep basins or pits of various function, and human burials. 

Features from the upper zone descend into the lower midden. The outlines of these pits are 

generally difficult to discern due to the dark color of the midden into which they intruded.  

However, the soil immediately surrounding the burials appeared as dark grayish brown lenses 

within the midden. The lower zone consists of a slightly lighter, more grayish brown midden 

with features extending into the yellowish-brown clay subsoil, rendering them more clearly 

visible during excavation (Figure 4).  

 Both zones contained fire-cracked rock, but not in high densities, fired clay, pieces of 

minerals such as hematite and limonite, bone, and a small amount of mussel shell (Figure 5). 

 Three radiocarbon dates were obtained from the Meyer site. A sample taken from a 

charcoal concentration associated with Feature 111 resulted in a conventional date of 5280 + 70 

radiocarbon years before present (rcybp) or 3330 B.C. (Beta-201488). This feature was a 

charcoal concentration adjacent to Burial 110 and produced an engraved bone pin depicted in 

Figure 8 below. A second date was obtained from Feature 3d. This assay resulted in a 

conventional date of 5330 + 40 rcybp or 3380 B.C. (Beta ï 274344).  This feature, discussed 

below, is one of four small charcoal pits that surrounded an infant burial. The third date, from 

Feature 107, was 5200 + 50 rcybp or 3250 B.C. (Beta- 274343). This feature was a very dense 
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charcoal concentration found near a fired clay pit.  These dates suggest the cemetery may have 

been utilized for as few as 40 years, or as many as 220 years, during the terminal portion of the 

Middle Archaic period (6000 to 3500 B.C.) and into the Late Archaic period (3500 to 1500 

B.C.). 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.  Distribution of features at the Meyer site. Black pits are charcoal concentrations; red dots mark the 

pits that were reddened by fire. 
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Figure 4.  Composite profile. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

Figure 5.  Profile of test unit in the southwest portion of the site. 
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Artifacts  

 

 

Previous and current landowners of the Meyer site have long collected prehistoric artifacts from 

the ground surface. Among the diagnostic projectile points that have been found are 

Brewerton/Vosburg (Figure 6) and Matanzas (Figure 7) types. Matanzas examples dominate the 

assemblage by far.  Sixteen of 34 (47 percent) identifiable bifaces were of the Matanzas cluster.  

Most of these were exhausted, broken, or heat damaged. 

  Controlled excavations in the midden produced relatively few artifacts, and only modest 

amounts of fire-cracked rock. Like some other regional Archaic burial sites, flint debitage was a 

minor occurring artifact type. The features, on the other hand, produced a wide variety of artifact 

types, including highly polished bone pins (Figure 8), bone awls, modified canine teeth that were 

likely ornaments, cut antler, bone bead fragments, projectile points, drills, scrapers, groundstone 

tool fragments (i.e. grinding stones), and turtle shells. Feature 1, for instance, contained a small 

cache of clustered artifacts including an entire articulated turtle carapace and plastron that may 

be a rattle, two side-notched projectile points, and two rodent mandibles (Figure 9).  An unusual 

fragmented bannerstone was recovered from unprovenienced context (Figure 10).  Other finds 

include a significant amount of animal bone, including deer, turtle, drumfish, large birds, small 

mammals, and mussels.  In addition, moderate amounts of charred nut fragments were recovered.   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 6. Brewerton/Vosburg projectile points. 
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Figure 7.  Matanzas projectile points. 
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Figure 8. Undecorated and engraved bone 

pins. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 9. Cache of turtle carapace, projectile 

points, and mammal mandibles from Feature 1. 
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Figure 10. Unusual fragmented bannerstone, of 

green banded slate. The artifact exhibits a possible 

attempt at repair. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Features 

 

 

A fairly restricted range of feature types was evident at the site. Aside from the primary burials, 

three principal feature types were identified, including charcoal concentrations, fired-earth stains, 

and large basins (Figure 11). These account for 80 percent of the total. Several isolated 

postmolds were also encountered, along with unique occurrences, such as a small pile of mussel 

shells. Residential features, such as earth ovens, cooking hearths, storage pits, and refuse pits 

were, however, lacking at the portion of the Meyer site examined during this project. 

 The features were concentrated in a roughly circular space located at the terminus of the 

low ridge spur. The area upon which the burials are concentrated was the highest point on the 

landform. In some ways, the site was ñmound-likeò in this locationðthe midden was accretional 

and thickest at its center where several burials were superimposed three deep.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 11.  Pit outline exposed in footer 

trench. 
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Charcoal Concentrations 

 

Among the Archaic features documented were 50 very small pits that contained dense 

concentrations of charred soil and charcoal (Figure 12). These were generally small, circa 30 

centimeters in diameter, although a few larger ones were also encountered. As a rule, they 

contained no artifacts. Three yielded a small amount of fire-cracked rock. One or more charcoal 

concentrations were found in direct association with most of the lower level burials. The 

placement of the pits varied, but was commonly at the knees, feet, and skull of the burial. One 

infant burial was associated with four charcoal pits arranged in the cardinal directions around it.  

The pits originated at the level of the burials, and were not observed in the upper levels. In only 

one circumstance did a charcoal concentration and burial actually intersect. In this case, the skull 

was burned. 

 The function of these pits is unclear. Binford (1967) noted a similar type of feature that 

he termed ñsmudge pitsò at late prehistoric sites where cornhusks were burned. He presented 

ethnographic data indicating the pits were used to smoke hides during the tanning process.  At 

first glance, this would seem to make sense at the Meyer Site Cemetery. Numerous hafted 

scrapers and bone awls were recovered at the site, both commonly used in hide-working (see 

Jefferies [1990] for a discussion of hafted scrapers). But this explanation is unsatisfactory for 

Meyer, where it does not seem likely that the smoking and processing of hides would occur in 

the immediate area of active burial.  

Alternative suggestions can be speculated for the function of the charcoal pits, both of a 

practical and ritualistic function. Among the plausible explanations for these pits is that they 

were used to create dense smoke to ward off insects. This may have been necessary if the human 

burials were left exposed for some time before burial, perhaps for some specialized treatment. 

The charcoal concentrations could have been the result of a more practical, and perhaps 

ritualized, purpose of purifying the air in an area that may have contained very unpleasant odors. 

They could also represent burned offerings or incense, such as tobacco, sage, or willow during 

the burial service. Finally, the soot may have been used to actually smudge faces in a ritual 

context. While these explanations are all speculative at this point, this paper makes use of 

ethnographic sources to explore a possible association of these pits to mortuary ritual.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 12.  Charcoal concentration. 
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Fired-earth Stains 

 

Six fire-reddened circular features were noted. These features, which appear to have been surface 

fires, contained no artifacts of any sort. As with the charcoal concentrations, these features were 

closely aligned with burials, and with one exception, did not contain any artifacts, charcoal, or 

burned rock. Because of their affiliation with the burials, it was tempting to attribute this 

coloration to ochre staining, but the features were actually patches of fired earth. As an 

experiment, samples of both the clay subsoil and midden were wrapped in foil and heated in a 

charcoal grill.  After cooling, the heated samples were compared to unheated soils. The heating 

of the clay subsoil and the dark midden soil produced similar, though less vibrant, color changes 

as those documented in the field. Although it is clear that intense fires had caused the reddening 

of the soil, no charcoal, ash, burned wood, or fire-cracked rock was observed.   

 The red stains were located about ten centimeters or so above the level of the burials. 

These were upper level burials. None intruded into the clay subsoil as did the charcoal 

concentrations. Two of the six red stains were located at the heads of burials. The remaining 

stains were located nearby. 

 

Large Shallow Basins 

 

Eight large pits, which were relatively shallow in relation to their diameter, produced largely 

burned and unburned animal bone and fragmentary shell. Several yielded utilitarian artifact 

types, such as drills, hafted scrapers, and ground stone tools. A small number of chert flakes was 

found. Analysis of the debitage from a sample of the features was undertaken by Mr. Richard 

Stallings. Using the Johnson-Morrow flake analysis model (Johnson 1981; Johnson and Morrow 

1987), Stallings concluded the major lithic industry at site 12Sp1082 involved the production of 

useable flakes from secondary amorphous cores (ones where most or all of the cortex had 

already been removed). A lesser activity was the tool maintenance/resharpening of late stage 

bifaces. The second highest frequencies of FCR were found in these pits. Several contained 

isolated elements of human bone. 

 It would appear these few pits served a processing function.  Interestingly, most of these 

pits contained some amount of hematite and limonite.  Feature 5, for instance, contained over 70 

pieces of hematite. The dense presence of this material was noted at an early point in the 

excavations.  Thereafter, the material was collected and bagged by provenience. 

 The low density of artifacts within the midden appears to be unusual for sites of this 

period. Because the site certainly extends beyond the area impacted by the house expansion, it is 

probable that nearby areas may contain more concentrated evidence of intensive occupation or 

specialized work areas. 

 

Burials 

 

Twenty-six primary burials were excavated. In some features, a small number of isolated human 

bones were identified. The isolated bones may reflect secondarily deposited elements scattered 

following the intrusion of a nearby or subsequent burial or some other activity.  In several cases, 
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it appears that rodent activity or scavenging resulted in the disturbance and dispersal of an 

interment.  

 Seventeen of the burials contained one individual; nine housed multiple graves.  As seen 

in Table 1, adults represent the highest percentage of the preserved burials. Infants were 

common, but children were poorly represented with only three found. At the time of this writing, 

only 12 individuals had been identified by gender. Analysis of the burials is ongoing by Dr. 

Christopher Schmidt and his students at the University of Indianapolis.  

 

Table 1.  Burial Data. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   Feature 

No. 
No. of Individuals Age Sex 

1 2 20-25 M? 

3 1 Fetal I  

6 1 Adult?  I  

7 2 35-50 and 3-8 I/I  

8 1 Adult?  I  

11 3 

35-50 and 18-23 and 

Fetal M/I/I  

15 1 35-50 F 

17 2 25-35 and Infant  I/I  

25 3 Infant  I  

26 1 Adult?  I  

42 1 12/15 M 

46 2 12-15 and 20-35 F/I  

50 1 Adult  I  

54 1 20-35 M 

63 2 35-50 M 

73 1 Adult?  I  

77 1 20-35 M 

81 1 Infant  I  

82 2 1-4 and Infant  I  

91 1 20-35 M 

102 1 Adult  I  

104 1 20-35 M 

104a 1 Infant  I  

109 1 25-35 F 

111 1 18-23 F 

115 2 Infant and Adult  I /I  
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General Burial Patterns 

 

 

There appears to have been unrestricted access to the cemetery, with individuals of all ages and 

sex represented, though the frequencies of subadults and infants seem to be comparatively high.  

The population has characteristics of an egalitarian society. Combined, the data suggests a 

uniform treatment of the dead.  

 All burials were moderately to very tightly flexed. There was no preference for burial on 

the right side or left, but 19 percent faced east; 56 percent faced west; 25 percent could not be 

determined because of the condition of the burials. Two of the burials were buried face down 

(Figure 13). In most cases, particularly in the lower zone, soil in the immediate area of the 

skeleton was much darker than the surrounding matrix. The bones were generally very well 

preserved. However, several burials, such as Feature 7 and Feature 68, had been reduced to meal. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 13.  One of two individuals buried face down. (Head was impacted by footer trench excavation). 

 

 

One subadult was found with a large stemmed projectile in the area of his left shoulder 

blade.  Another subadult was found ñcradlingò his head in his right hand which lay above his lap 

(Figure 14). Dr. Chris Schmidt reports there appears to be a cut mark on the C1 vertebrae of this 

individual.  In addition, it appears as though some mutilation occurred regarding the tongue. 
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Figure 14.  Individual  with displaced cranium in Feature 42. 

 

 

 Most graves contained single interments. In those cases where multiple burials were in a 

single grave, these consisted of an adult and child, or an adult and infant. In one case, the bones 

of an adult were found with those of a young adult. Seven pits contain isolated human skeletal 

elements, including vertebrae, skull fragments, and phalanges. Infant bones appeared to be 

especially common elements in the larger primary burials. In several burials, there were missing 

and/or scattered elements.  The burial in Feature 63, for instance, had undergone disturbance in 

the area of the spinal column. Vertebrae and ribs were present, but scattered throughout the 

grave. The disturbance does not appear to be the result of the excavation of later features 

prehistorically or with recent historic activity. Rather, the disturbance appears consistent with 
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rodent activity or scavenging. In another case, the burial in Feature 42 (see Figure 14) was 

missing its upper right arm and portions of the lower vertebral column and pelvic bones.  

Differential preservation does not seem to have been in play here or with the other cases.  Trophy 

taking might have occurred in some cases, but considering the elements that are missing, it could 

not account for all of the missing bones. 

 Adults, children, and infants were all interred with artifacts, with no high status grave 

inclusions found. Some of the artifacts contained in the burials suggested a ritual ñkillingò in that 

they were broken, yet all or most of the pieces were present.  

 Nearly all burials had at least one large shell with them. A stack of mussel shells (Feature 

116) was found near the burial in Feature 111. Shell was not present in sufficient amount to 

indicate it was a significant item in the diet.  It is tempting to attribute the small pile of shells as a 

stockpile of digging implements for the excavation of the grave pits. 

 Importantly, all of the lower burials at Meyerðthose that were dug into the clay 

subsoilðwere associated with one or more small dense charcoal concentrations. These 

concentrations were found at the feet, knees, or heads of the burials (Figure 15).  Most often 

these were small, as described above, measuring roughly 30 centimeters in diameter. In at least 

two cases, they were larger than 40 centimeters in diameter.  These small pits contained no 

artifacts; rather, they consisted solely of dense charcoal.  In only one instance, Feature 110 and 

Feature 15, did the evidence suggest that the fire that resulted in the creation of the charcoal 

concentration affect the burial. In this exception, the charcoal concentration was near the head, 

close enough that the skull of the burial was badly burned (Figure 16). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 15.  Very tightly flexed burial in Feature 109 

with a charcoal concentration near the head.
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Figure 16.  Burial in Feature 15 associated with charcoal concentration (Feature 110). 

 

 

 

 One infant, Feature 3, was surrounded by four charcoal pits arranged in the cardinal 

directions surrounding the small grave (Figure 17). 

 

 

 
Figure 17.  Infant burial surrounded by four charcoal concentrations. 
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 The remainder of this paper provides a review of ethnohistorical accounts to explore the 

relationship of the charcoal concentrations with the burials in an attempt to explain their 

functions. Insights relative to other archaeological observations at the Meyer site cemetery were 

also sought in historical accounts, as detailed below. 

 

 

Ethnohistorical Accounts 

                                                                                 

                                                                                           

To seek an explanation of the types of activities that might account for the features encountered 

at the Meyer site, historic ethnographical accounts of Shawnee mortuary customs and 

ceremonialism were reviewed (Bader 2005a). The Shawnee are known to have occupied the 

region historically, and there is a large body of ethnohistorical documentation for this tribe. 

There are undoubtedly inherent dangers in drawing direct comparisons between Middle and Late 

Archaic populations and historic ethnographic accounts of Native Americans who once occupied 

the Ohio River Valley because of the vast amount of time that separates the two. However, such 

information represents the nearest appropriate analogy to account for the behaviors that resulted 

in the creation of the feature types and patterns observed at the Meyer site.   

 The accounts referenced here derive primarily from the early nineteenth century 

manuscript of the traditions and customs of various Great Lakes and Ohio Valley tribes by C. C. 

Trowbridge (Kinietz and Voegelin 1939), noted primarily for his accounts of the Miami. Two 

previously unknown manuscripts were later identified among the Trowbridge familyôs 

collections that contained new information on the Shawnee. Permission to reproduce these 

papers, containing information from the Shawnee Prophet and Black Hoof, was obtained by 

ethnohistorian Vernon Kinietz in the 1930s. The papers were subsequently published by the 

University of Michigan Press (Kinietz and Voegelin 1939). Another important source of 

information was the research of Ermine Wheeler Voegelin that was undertaken following the 

1935 Indianapolis Archaeological Conference at which there was significant discussion of the 

Madisonville Site and the relationship of the siteôs occupants to historic tribal groups (Voegelin 

1944). In particular, Voegelin researched ethnographic accounts of Shawnee burial customs, 

ceremonies, and rites to investigate their relationship to observed archaeological phenomena 

observed at prehistoric sites in the Ohio River Valley. Additional information was obtained from 

the work of James H. Howard who conducted fieldwork among the various groups of Shawnee 

between 1969 and 1974 (Howard 1981). Brief nineteenth century anecdotal accounts 

(Anonymous n.d.; Anonymous 1837) and historic drawings provided by the Tippecanoe County 

Historical Association (George Winter 1837; n.d.) provided first-hand data of Native American 

burials in Indiana. While much of Winterôs work focused on the Miami and Potawatomi along 

the Wabash River in northern Indiana in the late 1830s, he is also known to have documented the 

Shawnee who occupied adjacent territory. 

 These sources were reviewed to obtain information along several lines of Shawnee burial 

customs, including: 

 Preparation of the body prior to burial; 

 Preparation of the grave; 

 Location of the cemetery; 
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 The use of sacred fire; 

 The significance of the cardinal directions; 

 Ritual feasting; and 

 Marking the grave site. 

 

These are discussed in turn below, and observations from the Meyer site augment the discussion. 

 

Preparation of the Body 

 

Ethnohistorical accounts relating to the preparation of the corpse for burial are interesting for 

several reasons in so much as they may explain the data observed at the Meyer site. In particular, 

the behaviors focus on painting the body, binding and wrapping the body in skins, and the length 

of time before the actual interment occurred. 

 

    Body Painting. Following the death of an individual, the body was prepared for burial. 

Preparations included washing, dressing, and painting the corpse. Body painting is mentioned in 

several accounts of Shawnee burial customs. 

Then some friends, of a different tribe [clan] from that of the deceased, dress the 

body in new clothes & paint the face [Kinietz and Voegelin 1939:24]. 

 

The hair is combed, and before burial the face is painted, a manôs being painted 

variously or not at all, and a womanôs having a round red spot painted on each 

cheek [Voegelin 1944:243]. 

 

The supposition that painting was a significant part of the burial ritual is supported by the fact 

that it was also applied to living members of the deceased during the funeral observations: 

  

At the condolence ceremony, the bereaved spouse sits near or between watch 

fires, in the midst of the assembled mourners. An affinal relative sits close beside 

him (her). The spouse and the attendant must remains awake the whole night; a 

pan of plant tea is set near them and at intervals the spouseôs face is freshened 

with the tea to help keep him awake.  At dawn, the spouseôs hair is washed and 

his face painted [Voeglin, quoted in Howard 1981:149]. 

 

Unusually abundant iron-derived hematite and limonite was found during the Meyer site 

excavation. In several cases, the bones within a grave were stained with red ochre.  Primarily, 

however, large chunks of pigments were found in the feature fill. 

 The presence of red ochre within the graves of numerous Archaic period burial sites of 

the region, and various symbolic explanations have been offered for this. The large abundance of 

this material in features was noted, for example, at site 12Fl48 in Floyd County (one site within 

the Paddyôs West Archaeological Complex) by Ed Smith of the Glenn A. Black Laboratory 

(Smith and Mocas 1995:350).  Smith suggested the hematite may have been processed for ochre 
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and used in mortuary ceremonialism, or secular activities such dying hides and garments, or for 

body paint.  In support of his idea, he noted a grinding slab was stained with ochre at the site.   

 

 Binding and Wrapping of the Corpse. Shawnee practices included wrapping the body in 

animal skins.  It appears that the body may have been tied to secure it in some instances. 

The body of the deceased is kept inside the dwelling house for about a half a day 

after death, then prepared for burial.  It is bathed and the extremities tied if need 

be [Voegelin 1944:243]. 

 

After the body is dressed, it is laid supine, with the arms crossed over the chest, 

and is covered with a robe [Voegelin 1944:243]. 

 

 The extreme tightness of the flexing of several of the Meyer site burials suggests the 

corpses were bound or wrapped, or both. A zone or lens of very dark grayish soil matrix, noted 

immediately surrounding the skeletons, may offer another indication the bodies were wrapped in 

skins. The sharp boundary between this lens and the surrounding dark midden may have 

occurred due to the containment of the decomposing body.   

 Additional evidence in support of the wrapping of the dead was the location of bone pins 

and bone pin fragments recovered from numerous burials at the Meyer site. These pins were not 

found near the head as though they were hair ornaments, but rather from the areas of the elbow, 

feet, and elsewhere along the perimeter of the flexed burial where the shroud might conceivably 

have been pinned together. Rocks were located around the outer perimeters of the bodies in 

several cases at the Meyer site.  It has been suggested (Schmidt,  personal communication 2004) 

that these rocks may have been deliberately placed to hold down a burial covering.   

 

    Elapse of Time before Burial. It can be speculated that the corpses were exposed for some 

time before burial at the Meyer site. The tightness of the flexing of the burials in Features 77, 

109, and 111 appears so marked that it is hard to imagine fully fleshed and hydrated bodies could 

have been forced into such a position otherwise. The preparation of the body for burial may have 

been delayed for several days, during which time the body may have become somewhat 

desiccated.  This may have made it easier to bind and wrap prior to being placed in the grave. 

 Among the possible explanations for leaving the corpse exposed for some time after 

death can be found in the following from Shawnee ethnohistory: 

 

The funeral rites last four days. A vigil, either inside or outside the dwelling, is 

held beside the corpse during the first night. Disposal of the body may be on the 

first day after death . . . [Voegelin 1944:244]. 

 

The body of the deceased is kept covered inside the dwelling house for about half 

a day after death, then prepared for burial [Voegelin 1944]. 
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The body was left in the dwelling house for four days after death.  The face was 

left uncovered and the corpse frequently inspected for signs of life [Voegelin 

1944:268]. 

 

Or, according to another account: 

 

In this manner, the corpse is kept two days when it is carried to the grave by the 

same attendants who dressed & laid it out [Trowbridge 1824:24-25 in Howard 

1981:150]. 

 

 As mentioned previously, in several primary, otherwise well-preserved and articulated 

burials at the Meyer site, certain skeletal elements are totally missing. These include primarily 

upper arms, parts of vertebral column, and ribs. Vertebrae are scattered throughout the grave, and 

phalanges and rib sections are missing. This could be attributable to rodent activity or 

scavenging by carnivores, the latter of which would have been facilitated by the burial remaining 

above ground for several days.  However, Shawnee accounts suggest that a vigil was kept by the 

body and that the body was tightly wrapped, making scavenging seem unlikely and suggesting 

that the disturbance occurred after burial.  

 

Preparation of the Grave 

 

Shawnee accounts were also reviewed for information regarding the preparation and 

configuration of the grave sites.  These observations speak to the lining of the grave with bark, 

and the covering of the body with bark or wood. 

 

Graves are dug about four feet deep, and have an east-west orientation. The 

interior of the grave is lined on the ends, sides, and bottom with wood or bark, 

and a piece of bark or wood is set over the body [Voegelin 1944:246]. 

 

People of the Illinois Nation do just the Contrary; for when any of them die, they 

wrap them up in Skins, and then put them into Coffins made of the Barks of 

Trees, then sing and dance about them for twenty-four Hours [Joutel 1867 in 

Howard 1981:150]. 

 

The 1837 eyewitness of the burial of a young Indian girl on the banks of Lake Ke-wah-na states 

that: 

 

The body was raised by means of strips of white bark, and lowered into the grave.  

A few rude boards were placed above it. Upon these boards the Indian women, 

passing around in a circle, successively threw a small clod of earth [Anonymous 

1837]. 

 

This may have been written by one Father Petit who had a mission near the lake. 
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In describing a vandalized grave, an anonymous observer noted that: 

 

The decaying corpse had been dismantled of its shelter, and the humble pile of 

logs that piety and affection raised to a sacred memory has been leveled to the sod 

[Anonymous n.d.]. 

 

Wooden grave houses appear to have been introduced rather late.  They are described as follows: 

 

Among the Absentee (and perhaps among the Cherokee), poles are laid across the 

top of the grave flush with the ground, bark is laid over the poles, and the earth 

taken from the cavity is piled over this bark covering.  All earth taken from the 

grave must be replaced. A grave house, built of logs four to five inches in 

diameter, is erected over the grave [Voegelin 1944:247]. 

 

As reported by an unknown observer in 1837, during the burial: 

 

The Indians maintained an unbroken silence.  Some were reclining upon the grass 

near the corpse---some sitting upon a pile of logs which had been collected to 

form a covering for the grave---others were standing apart, with folded arms and 

droop-heads [Anonymous 1837]. 

 

The image portrayed in Figure 18 captures this aspect of the ceremony. 

 

 A 1937 interview with John Bennett describing Shawnee graves testifies to the fact that 

some traditions were long-standing (Howard 1981:155; Oklahoma City 1937). Bennett was a 

white man who was familiar with Shawnee customs.  He relates: 

 

Shawnee graves were dug about three feet deep. The body was put in and covered 

with a layer of bark. Stout poles were then driven into the four corners of the 

grave and then a layer of other poles were ñnotchedò to these so as to completely 

cover the corpse. Then a layer of 8 to 10 inches of dirt was thrown into the grave. 

Personal possessions of the deceased were put into the grave above this and a 

small gravehouse of poles covered with clapboards was built over the grave 

[Oklahoma City 1937]. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



32 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 18. 1837 grave house at the Kee-waw-nay (Potawatomi) Village in northern Indiana, constructed of 

wooden poles. Image by George Winter, courtesy of the Tippecanoe County Historical Association, Lafayette, 

Indiana. 

 

 

 Recorded observations of Shawnee burials suggest an explanation for the abundance of 

bark and fibrous woody material in the grave pits at the Meyer site. A total of 23 botanical 

samples (of the 55 samples processed) recovered from features through flotation were analyzed 

by Dr. Jocelyn Turner (Turner 2007). The 23 samples originated from both burial and non-burial 

features. While Turner found that the recovered archaeobotanical assemblage reflected the 

typical plant food spectrum identified at other late Mid-Late Archaic sites in the Eastern 

Woodlands, she noted (2007:8, 12) that the primary botanical material recovered from the 

features was charred bark and wood charcoal (Figure 19 and Figure 20). Carbonized bark and 

wood were found to be present in nearly all of the 23 analyzed samples.  Of these, 21 contained 

wood, and 18 contained bark. Bark was present in the largest numbers and the highest density 

than was wood, with 654 (+ uncounted) bark fragments compared to 291 wood fragments, and 

9.60 x 10
-2 

g bark fragments/liter of soil compared to 1.62 x 10
-2 

g wood fragments/liter of soil 

(Turner 2007). 
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 Turner noted no obvious patterns in bark or wood densities, regardless of context or 

weight densities when bark and wood fragments were compared. High density of wood did not 

correlate with a high density of bark. No one feature type (burial versus non-burial) contained 

larger amounts of bark. Feature 107, a dense charcoal concentration, had a significantly high 

density of charred bark. This feature also contained a medium density of wood fragments (1.13 x 

10
-2 

g/L).  Burial 15, which was nearby Feature 107, had similar densities.   

 Likewise, no pattern was identified regarding the frequencies and densities of charred 

wood or nutshell by feature type.  Turner conducted a correspondence analysis and found that the 

majority of the samples (midden, burials, and non-burials) clustered when all variables were 

considered. All exhibited a similar content of wood, hickory and walnut shell, and seeds (Turner 

2007). 

    

 
Figure 19.  Two fragments identified as bark.            Figure 20.  Fragment identified as wood with bark  

present. 

 

 

Place of Burial 

 

The locations of the place of burial is described variably as ñnear the house of the deceasedò 

(Voegelin 1944:243, 259) or in a location removed from the village (Voegelin 1944:260). Both 

seem to have involved a procession of the grieving. Shawnee funerals observed during the 

nineteenth century tell the story of funeral processions out of the village to the grave site (Figure 

21). 

 

All of the relatives of the deceased, old & young, great & small, follow the 

corpse, and when arrived at the grave & the body is deposited, each of the friends, 

moving around towards the west, sprinkles over the body a small amount of 

tobacco, repeating the entreaties which have been mentioned as customary among 


