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ABSTRACT

The Development of Watercraft
In The Prehistoric Southeastern United States. (December 1996)
Mark Joseph Hartmann, B.A., University of Missouri-St. Louis

Chair of Advisory Committee: Dr. Donny L. Hamilton

The maritime and riverine past of the southeastern United States has often
been ignored or poorly addressed in previous archaeological research. Historical
records and archaeological data indicate that this heritage was rich and centered
around the development and use of dugout canoes. Such vessels were used in all
aspects of southeastern life, including subsistence, trade, transportation, and warfare.
They were well-suited to the geography of the region which contains networks of
interconnected braided and meandering river channels, swift tidal currents, and
broad, shallow sounds.

The core of the research is the examination of more than 200 dugout canoes
throughout the southeastern United States. The majority of the canoes studied were
discovered in Florida, with signiﬁc?.nt finds also occurring in Louisiana, Mississippi,
and North Carolina. Two major wood types were identified in dugout construction,
cypress and pine, both of which were used frequently depending on which species
was available in a particular region. While two major adaptive strategies are
considered, inland and coastal, dugout canoe construction did not vary significantly

between these environments.
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The time span covered by the study begins with the Paleoindian period,
although the earliest dugout canoe discovered thus far dates to the Late Archaic
period in Florida. Dugout canoes continued to be important through prehistoric
Southeast and into the Historic period. Variation in the canoes of the later periods is
focused more on the introduction of metal tools than on any significant stylistic
changes. Native American dugouts were so well-adapted that many Europeans
adopted them for their own use in the meandering rivers of the inland Southeast.
Unfortunately, the dugout canoe went the way of most other Native American
adaptations, eventually succumbing to the pressures of the invading culture and

fading almost entirely from the Southeast.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

The first man once said: All the world is a canoe, and whether paddlers

or passengers, we are all one people in that vessel - Chumash oral

tradition (Cunningham 1989:xi)

It is an incontrovertible fact that the maritime and riverine heritage in the
southeastern United States merits investigation and preservation. To date, however,
little substantial research has been undertaken. Data exist on over 300 dugout canoes
ranging in age from just over 6,000 B.P. through the early 20th century. Hundreds
more must have been found that were either not reported or were destroyed. Indeed,
Kidd (1960:417-418) reported that a number of dugout canoes ended up as curiosities
in local museums or as pig troughs on farms until they finally decayed and were lost.
Countless more are probably still buried, awaiting either discovery and preservation or
neglect and destruction. Only through preservation and study can this maritime past be
reconstructed. This dissertation starts this process by analyzing much of the extant
dugout canoe data.

Statement of the Problem

The southeastern United States includes the states of Alabama, Florida, Georgia.,
Louisiana, Mississippi, and South Carolina; as well as portions of southern Arkansas,
southeastern Oklahoma, and East Texas. The region contains the earliest dugout canoes

discovered in the Americas. At least 11 dugouts from Florida date to the Late Archaic

This dissertation follows American Antiquity style.
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period, with radiocarbon ages between 6,000 and 3,000 B.P. Outside the Southeast, the
only other canoes dating to this period come from Ohio (Brose and Greber 1982) and
North Carolina (Phelps 1989).

The geography of the region played a vital role in the development of this long
maritime heritage. Large portions of this region contain networks of interconnected
braided and meandering river channels, swift tidal currents, and broad sounds which are
both shallow and hard to spot from the sea (Fleetwood 1982:37). The narrow,
meandering nature of the streams and channels necessitated small, maneuverable boats
with which to traverse the thousands of miles of coastal and inland waterways. It is not
surprising that areas of the region with abundant navigable waterways "fostered
aboriginally an amphibious type of culture" (Phillips, Ford, and Griffin 1951:9). While
bark canoes may have been known to both the prehistoric and historic inhabitants of the
region, dugout canoes are the only watercraft found in archaeological contexts.

In general, aboriginal watercraft have been treated as archaeological curiosities
rather than key elements of the behavioral system that produced them. Although such
craft have the potential to provide important information on past methods of
transportation and other prehistoric systems, their contexts of discovery have been
ignored and few have been properly preserved and analyzed. This dissertation proposes
to examine these artifacts that have been, for the most part, ignored in past studies of
the Southeast; and to reconstruct their place in the living systems in which they were

produced.
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The few dugout canoes that have been studied by archaeologists were usually
described as single artifacts or as "isolated finds" divorced from their contexts within
the infrastructure of southeastern Native American culture (cf. Barnett 1984; Bullen and
Brooks 1968; Dreves 1979; Fuller 1976; Hotham 1979; Lewis 1976; McGahey 1974;
Story 1985; Stowe 1974; Willis 1981). A few archaeologists have moved beyond
simple description and attempted to place the dugout into a cultural context (Brose and
Greber 1982; Fuller 1991; Kandare 1983; Purdy 1991).

Dugout canoes appear not only in the archaeological record, but also in historic
documents. The first Europeans to encounter and record New World watercraft traveled
with Christopher Columbus. Accounts of these voyages may be found in several
sources, including one from the journal of Columbus himself under the date of
Saturday, October 13, 1492:

They came to the ship in boats, which are made of a tree-trunk like a

long boat and all of one piece. They are very wonderfully carved,

considering the country, and large, so that in some, forty or forty-five

men came. Others are smaller, so that in some only a solitary man

came. They row them with a paddle, like a baker’s peel, and they travel

wonderfully fast. If one capsizes, all at once they begin to swim and

right it, bailing it out with gourds which they carry with them.

Other historic accounts indicate that many later canoes could be propelled at
great speeds, moving "as fast on the water as a running horse moves on the land"
(Kandare 1983:100). An improved means of transportation would certainly have

enhanced trade and the exchange of information and ideas and would have allowed the

diversification of diet and better access to raw materials.



The extent of canoe manufacture prior to contact can be seen in some of the
early European explorers’ accounts. Juan Ponce DeLeon, the first Spaniard to land on
the Florida Peninsula in 1513, was met and attacked by at least 80 dugout canoes, each
carrying warriors armed with bows and protected by shields (Roberts and Shackleton
1983:63). Hernando DeSoto began his journeys in the Southeast in 1539. He was
severely ill and near death by the time his expedition reached the Mississippi River,
where it was attacked by a flotilla of over two hundred dugout canoes containing more
than 6,000 warriors (Bourne 1922:113; Varner and Varner 1951:428).

Past trends in archaeological research have concentrated on the systems that
operated within the prehistoric past. Detailed studies have examined Native American
migration, trade, warfare, exchange of ideas, resource procurement, and the exploitation
of aquatic and nearby terrestrial resources, but most have ignored the mechanisms by
which these systems operated. This study will attempt to correct this defect by
examining dugouts from a holistic point of view and placing them in their proper
systemic context within the culture that created them. The integration of canoes into
prehistoric societies must have been important to the smooth operation of the culture
(Purdy 1991:280).

Present Status of the Question

Very little research has been done on the creation and use of dugout canoes in
the southeastern United States. The majority of the work deals specifically with Florida
(cf. Bullen and Brooks 1968; Cushing 1896; Newsome and Purdy 1990; Purdy 1991).

Other work in the region is sporadic and concentrates primarily on specific canoes or






