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Abstract 

 

The Red Wing Locality is a cluster of Late Precontact villages located in the 
Upper Mississippi valley of the Midwestern United States.  It has long been interpreted 
as a monolithic presence within the broad regional context of Late Precontact times.  
While these studies place Red Wing into a broader context relative to a presumed 
dominant, Mississippian culture and other cultural entities, they have been at the 
expense of addressing cultural relationships within the Red Wing region itself.  The 
research presented in this dissertation is a community-based, inside-out approach to 
understanding how the Red Wing Locality functioned for the populations it served.  The 
core focus is the nature of the relationship of Red Wing Locality villages to one another 
and to their hinterlands.   
 

For decades, scholars have recognized the Red Wing Locality as a locale of 
intense social interaction, and the processes of social aggregation at central places 
provide an explanatory model for this phenomenon.  A diverse range of materials are 
examined that highlight similarities and differences among villages in the Red Wing 
Locality.  These data demonstrate that contemporary villages on opposite sides of the 
river had different hinterland contacts and access to resources.  One conclusion of this 
research is that interactions and mobility patterns into and out of the Locality were 
structured by the Mississippi River.   
 

Finally, the Red Wing Locality is examined in the light of a three-tiered non-
hierarchical community conceptual framework that at once separated individual 
settlements, combines the settlement cluster, and ties individual settlements to a broader 
region that included supporting hinterland populations that aggregated at Red Wing 
villages.  A major contribution of this research is that it provides a new, holistic 
perspective of the archaeology of the Red Wing Locality and the Upper Mississippi 
River valley.   
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CHAPTER ONE:  INTRODUCTION 

 
 
 

The landscape of the northern half of North America is well-known for and 

well-defined by the effects of multiple waves of glacial advances that occurred 

over many millennia.  With each advance, these colossal ice sheets scoured the 

land, wiping clean all but the most resilient landforms, and, over the course of 

their inevitable retreat left in their place the landforms of an altered, renewed 

landscape in their sluggish wake.  The transformed land of the Upper Midwest is 

characterized by low plains of glacial till, largely plowed flat, but dotted by kettles, 

moraines, eskers, drumlins, and countless lakes – monuments to the power of 

Nature’s climatic cycles.  The largest of all lakes was Lake Agassiz; a mid-

continental ocean of glacial melt-water that dwarfed even today’s Lake Superior.  

For several thousand years, Glacial Lake Agassiz drained slowly in many 

directions.  When the moraine dam that held back Agassiz’ waters broke near 

Browns Valley 9,900 years ago, the torrential flood drained into southern 

Minnesota.  The rushing waters of this River Warren flowed south and east and 

south again, cutting valleys deep into bedrock for today’s Minnesota and 

Mississippi rivers to follow.  The gorges formed by the incessant flow of Warren 

can be seen in the valley walls that rise high above the much tamer rivers we 

know today.   
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There is an area of some 46,000 square kilometers where the states of 

Minnesota, Wisconsin, Iowa, and Illinois meet that was left untouched by the 

Wisconsin ice sheet, the last glacial advance.  A primeval island of rugged 

topography in a sea of glacial gravel, this landscape is marked by dramatic 

towering outcrops of rock deformed by tens of thousands of years of wind and 

rain, instead of by the crushing passage of glacial ice.  This pristine land called 

the Driftless Area, however, did not escape the draining of Lake Agassiz.  The 

ancient towering cliffs of the region have also been witness to ten thousand years 

of water flowing along their bases, and the Mississippi River and her tributaries 

that now dominate the landscape continues to draw a mosaic of life to their 

shores.  Although the timing of the arrival of humans to the North American 

continent continues to be a hotly debated topic among archaeologists, there is 

evidence that small nomadic bands of humans were living among and hunting 

mastodon, mammoths, and other Pleistocene animals in the Driftless Area by 

12,000 years ago (Theler and Boszhardt 2003) – even prior to the final retreat of 

the Wisconsin ice sheet to the north.  Many dramatic changes occurred in human 

culture and technology alongside perhaps more subtle changes in climate and 

the environment over the ensuing millennia.  However, once humans populated 

this beautiful and resource-rich area, they have never left for any appreciable 

amount of time. 
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As an archaeologist perched upon a vantage of retrospect, I enjoy the 

ability to transport my imagination across the countless generations of human 

activities that are documented by the remains they unknowingly left behind.  The 

story I will tell occurs far into the distant and unimaginable future for the original 

Pleistocene inhabitants of the Upper Midwest.  As a caveat, I must say it is very 

unusual for an archaeological story to truly have a beginning or an end.  Events 

cannot be easily separated from those that happened before or those that occur 

afterward.  Equally, no locale of human activity can be considered in isolation 

from the rest of the region of which it is a part.  This story is no different.  It is 

very much a part of a continuum in the history of this Drifless landscape, and the 

history of the indigenous people of the Upper Midwest.   

The story that concerns me is focused on the northern reaches of the 

Driftless Area of Minnesota and Wisconsin, some 10,000 years after the first 

bands of Paleoindians passed through the region, in the vicinity of present-day 

Red Wing.  This story occurs at a time of unprecedented cultural change in the 

area, and perhaps in the whole of the Eastern Woodlands and Plains, between 

approximately A.D. 1000 and 1400.  It is this noteworthy time period and this 

remarkable place known to archaeologists as the Red Wing Locality that has 

attracted the careful attentions of scholars and scientists for over 150 years.   
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Figure 1.1.  The Red Wing Locality and other Late Precontact complexes in the Upper Midwest.  

1. Red Wing Locality; 2. Cambria site; 3. Blue Earth valley sites; 4. LaCrosse Locality; 5. Hartley 

Fort; 6. Fred Edwards site; 7. Aztalan; 8. Apple River Locality; 9. Mill Creek sites; 10. Central 

Illinois valley sites; 11. Cahokia and the American Bottom.   
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The period of time beginning at about the 9th century AD and stretching 

through at least the 14th century has long been recognized as a time that 

witnessed unprecedented cultural change throughout the Eastern Woodlands 

and Plains regions of North America.  Perhaps most notably, it was during this 

time that saw the so-called “Big Bang” of Cahokia (Pauketat 1993, 1997) and the 

explosion of Mississippian culture out of the American Bottom region.  The 

influence of these external cultural stimuli, particularly Mississippian culture, has 

long been viewed as having been a driving force in the development of the Late 

Precontact cultures of the Upper Mississippi River valley.  Indeed, pottery and 

other artifacts bearing similarities to those made at Mississippian towns and ritual 

centers have been found at least in small amounts as far north as northern 

Wisconsin and Minnesota, indicating some degree of interaction with people to 

the south.  In a few cases, the remains of Mississippian inspiration extend 

beyond a mere few rolled rims and are a major factor in the archaeological 

record.  However, the reactions and expressions of these influences appear to be 

local, varied, and likely dependent upon the particular histories of each region.   

The Red Wing Locality in southeastern Minnesota and western Wisconsin 

is an example of a settlement cluster that has undeniable Mississippian 

influences within its greater ceramic assemblage.  Additionally, there is a 

presence of Plains-oriented cultural groups, leading to a common interpretation 

of the Red Wing Locality as a node of regional interaction.  The approach that 
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has dominated studies of these settlements in the Mississippian hinterlands such 

as Red Wing has been decidedly top-down, monolithic, and economically driven.  

While these studies place Red Wing into a broader context relative to a 

presumed dominant, Mississippian culture and other cultural entities, they have 

been at the expense of addressing cultural relationships within the Red Wing 

region itself.  In this study, I will be taking a community-based, inside-out 

approach to understanding how the Red Wing Locality functioned for the 

populations it served.   

 

 

Research Objective 

 

 

The Red Wing Locality is known to consist of twelve villages and hamlets 

ranging in size from 2.5 ha up to 8.0 ha (Schirmer 2002:54), and at its height held 

perhaps the largest population in the Upper Mississippi River Valley.  Alongside 

or encircling each village are extensive mound cemeteries together forming 

prominent, discrete mound and village complexes that, along with the dramatic 

natural landforms of the Red Wing area, collectively form a landscape that is at 

once dramatic and decidedly social.  This dissertation is ultimately a study in 
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settlement and community.  Preliminary analyses and observations by Dobbs 

(e.g. 1986, 1991), Wendt (1986b, 2001b), and myself suggest that the individual 

villages of the Locality each has its own character in material culture and 

resource use, indicating a complex and dynamic social organization.  The goal of 

the present study is to first examine the relationships of the populations who 

constructed and lived in these villages and the monumental fields of mounds, 

and then to create a robust model for the Red Wing community system.   

Several diverse bodies of theory will guide my interpretations of the Red 

Wing Locality.  These include the concept of local habitus developed by Bourdieu 

(1977), the model of settlement relationships across major rivers put forth by 

Burghardt (1958), aggregation theory developed and applied by Conkey (1980), 

Meyer and Thistle (1995), and Holley (2006), and the notion of nested 

communities making up a broader, interrelated regional community system 

proposed by Ruby and colleagues (2006) for Hopewellian communities and by 

Yaeger (2000) for communities of the lowland Maya of Belize. 
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Structure of the dissertation 

 

 

Including the present introductory chapter, this dissertation is composed of 

eight chapters.  Chapter two will orient the reader to the geography of the Red 

Wing Locality and provide a description of archaeological investigations of the 

Late Precontact occupation of the Locality.  The chapter provides a broad 

description of the Red Wing Locality and specific sites.  Particular detail will be 

given to the Late Precontact villages, especially the two main villages that are 

explored in this project – the Mero and Bryan villages.   

Chapter three covers the theory and methods applied in this research.  

The chapter includes a discussion of settlements, settlement clusters, and 

interpreting communities from the archaeological record, as well as an overview 

of the data and methods of analysis used in the study.  It is in this chapter that 

the guiding bodies of theory mentioned above are articulated in detail.   

Chapter four begins with an overview of the ongoing debate around the 

chronology of the Red Wing Locality and changes in ceramic forms over time.  

This is followed by the presentation of my analyses of ceramics from two 
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stratified contexts from the Mero village and a chronological framework that will 

help guide interpretations of the data presented later in the dissertation.   

Chapter five is a presentation of data that distinguishes occupations on 

the east side of the Mississippi River from those on the west side.  This is a 

comparison of two major “founder” villages, Mero and Bryan, local-residential 

communities situated on opposite sides of the river.   

Chapter six examines the Red Wing Locality as an aggregation center, a 

point of interaction, within the Upper Mississippi River valley.  The Bryan and 

Mero villages are evaluated as focus points for regional interaction, which drew 

populations from each village’s hinterlands.   

Chapter seven presents conclusions drawn from this study.  A three-tiered 

model for community organization at Red Wing is presented that is based on 

community theory provided in chapters three and five and data presented 

throughout the current study.   

Like any dissertation, this is just the beginning of a journey of research.  

Therefore, the final chapter, chapter eight, is a presentation of future directions of 

research into community structures, systems, and relationships in the Midwest.   
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CHAPTER TWO:  THE RED WING LOCALITY AND VILLAGES: 

DESCRIPTIONS AND HISTORIES OF INVESTIGATIONS 

 

 

An overview of the physical and cultural geography of the Red Wing 

Locality region and its sites, and of the history of investigations of the major 

villages, is warranted for several reasons.  First, the goal of this dissertation is to 

recreate the community system of interrelated villages that existed in this Locality 

during the Late Precontact period, and second, extensive field work has been 

carried out in the Locality during the past 125 years.  The bulk of the data used in 

this dissertation is a product of these earlier investigations.   

This chapter provides physical descriptions and maps of the Red Wing 

Locality and the Late Precontact village sites of which the Locality is composed.  

Since the majority of data in this research was derived from the Mero village east 

of the Mississippi River in Wisconsin and the Bryan village west of the Mississippi 

in Minnesota, particular attention is given to these two sites.   
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Description of the Red Wing Locality 

 

 

The Red Wing Locality covers approximately 400 square kilometers in 

east-central Minnesota and west-central Wisconsin.  It is located near the head 

of Lake Pepin where the Cannon, Trimbelle, and Wind rivers enter the 

Mississippi River (Figure 2.1) (Schirmer 2002).  A bird’e eye view of the region 

reveals that the dominating features across the landscape are rivers, streams, 

and backwater sloughs.  Water now defines the limits of the Red Wing Locality, 

and once defined the locations of the major villages.  Even in the altered 

landscape of the modern day, riverine and wetland resources are vastly 

abundant.  There is no doubt that these resources of animals, plants, and 

transportation were among the reasons Late Precontact people established 

communities along the creeks and rivers that flow among the rugged, towering 

bluffs of the region.   

Overshadowing all other water ways is the Mississippi River and the 

expanse of Lake Pepin, one of the widest points of the river.  During Late 

Precontact times, the head of Lake Pepin was at the junction of the Cannon 

River and the southern tip of Prairie Island (Dobbs and Mooers 1991; 

Almendinger and Engstrom n.d.), which placed the head more or less in the 

middle of the Red Wing Locality.  The Mississippi River trench and Lake Pepin 
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would have served as an excellent north and south passageway to and through 

the area of the Locality, but also may have been a physical and conceptual 

hurdle to travelers moving east and west across its expanse.  Significantly, the 

Mississippi River cuts through the middle of the Red Wing Locality.   

Within the boundaries of the Locality are the remains of no less than nine 

major villages and numerous smaller special-purpose sites that represent a 

period of unprecedented occupation and interaction in the region.  The scale of 

the major villages was huge for the time, each measuring between 2.5 and 8 

hectares in area.  At the time of their founding, this size was something new in 

the northern valley of the Mississippi.  These sites were some of the largest sites 

in Minnesota or western Wisconsin and their size surely reflects an 

unprecedented population density in the region.  During the 200 to 300 years that 

represent the height of occupation of the Locality, it was arguably the most 

densely occupied area in the Upper Mississippi Valley.  This period of occupation 

and cultural interaction between ca. A.D. 1000 and A.D. 1400 has been termed 

the Silvernale Phase (Wilford 1955).   

An additional large village, the Armstrong site in Pepin County, Wisconsin, 

is situated at the south end of Lake Pepin at the north bank of the mouth of the 

Chippewa River.  This site, an oft neglected geographic outlier to Red Wing, 

does bear similarities in material culture to that of the Locality.  Therefore, the 
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boundaries of the Locality have been at times stretched in the literature to include 

all of Lake Pepin (Hurley 1978, Rodell 1997).   
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Figure 2.1. – Map of the Red Wing Locality.   
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In addition to the major village sites and other specialized activity sites are 

numerous groups of poorly understood burial mounds and earthworks, 

individually numbering more than 2,000.  This is a conservative estimate, for 

some scholars believe 3,000 to 4,000 mounds once marked the landscape (cf. 

Rodell 1997:50-53).  Either way, there were more mounds within this relatively 

small area than anywhere else north of the immense Mississippian site of 

Cahokia, near St. Louis, Missouri.  To put the density of the mounds into some 

perspective, there were between 5 and 10 mounds for every square kilometer of 

the Locality.  Some of the mounds were two to three meters in height and over 

30 meters in diameter (some linear mounds extended over 50 meters).  The 

density of mounds within the Locality is even more impressive when one realizes 

that large areas within the region were impossible for mound building, such as 

rivers, lakes, and steep slopes.  

 

Early Explorations 

 

It was the vast, prominent, and mysterious mound fields of Red Wing that 

first captured the attention of its explorers and antiquarians of the 19th and early 

20th centuries.  The mounds – circular, oval, elongated, or effigies in the forms of 

animals and objects – as well as several stone cairns said to reach heights of 
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eight to ten feet and six to twelve feet in diameter, were investigated, 

independently, by the Reverend J. F. Aiton (Winchell 1911:165) and Dr. William 

W. Sweney (Brower 1903:62) in the 1850s.  Noted Sweney: 

 

I think these cairns were designd (sic) as burial places, and for 

distinguished personages … Their number, however, would lead to the 

conclusion that it was not the common mode of sepulture.  The groups of 

earthen mounds in the valleys overlooked by these cairns, were counted 

by hundreds, and I think were once human habitations; and if my 

conjectures be in the right direction, these isolated cemeteries would not 

alone contain the mortuary remains of as numerous a people as the 

evidences then to be observed indicated (in Brower 1903:62). 

 

Referring, probably, to the Diamond Bluff terrace in Wisconsin (Figure 

2.2), Sweney goes on to say: 

 

 On the Wisconsin shore … there are vast numbers of mounds 

dotted over the sandy plain between the river and bluffs.  Some of these 

deviate from the regular circular form, being composed of a main body 

oblong in shape, with wings, resembling the prostrate position of a bird 

outstretched (in Brower 1903:63). 
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Figure 2.2.  1948 photograph of the Mero mound group (Science Museum of Minnesota).   

 

Regarding the Minnesota side of the Mississippi River: 

 

 On the farm of Mr. Charles Spalis, near Cannon River, was the 

largest collection of tumuli in a given space that I ever saw, rendering it 

difficult to bring the ground into proper shape for cultivation, and which the 

plow has not wholly obliterated in the twelve to fourteen years in which the 

soil has been tilled.  I could fancy when I first saw this locality, on which 

were some three hundred mounds, that a little ravine running down to the 

water had been worn to that condition by the constant tread of a busy 

multitude, and the appearances, really indicated the fact; without calling 

on the imagination to assist in forming conclusions (in Brower 1903:63). 
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The most detailed record of the Red Wing mounds and earthworks from 

the 19th century was the result of the Northwestern Archaeological Survey, which 

was sponsored by Alfred J. Hill and conducted by Theodore H. Lewis.  For fifteen 

years, from 1880 to 1895, Lewis, a trained surveyor, proceeded to systematically 

record and map in detail some 10,000 mounds and other apparent 

archaeological features in Minnesota, Wisconsin, and Iowa.  It was initially 

planned that a major published work would result from the Northwestern 

Archaeological Survey.  The untimely death of Hill halted the survey before 

completion and the results of the survey were never written as a comprehensive 

volume or set of volumes.  However, Lewis published a historical account of the 

survey (Lewis 1898) and Newton Winchell included a considerable amount of 

data from the survey (along with notes from Jacob Brower and others) in The 

Aborigines of Minnesota (1911).   

Lewis worked in the Red Wing area during the mid-1880s.  During this 

time he recorded the Cannon River mounds that are now known to surround the 

Bryan (21GD4), Energy Park (21GD158), and Silvernale (21GD3) sites on the 

south of that river, and the Belle Creek site (21GD72) on the north side.  He also 

documented groups of mounds on Prairie Island in Minnesota and Diamond Bluff 

in Wisconsin, as well as those associated with the Adams (47PI12) and Double 

(47PI081) sites, also in Wisconsin.   
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Around the turn of the century, Jacob Brower, with contributions from Dr. 

William M. Sweney (son of W. W. Sweney), Professor Edward W. Schmidt, and 

Wilmar W. Hill, set out to address questions of a French and Huron presence 

around Prairie Island at ca. 1655 (Brower 1903).  While they were not able to 

verify this presence, the expedition led Brower and the others to investigate and 

record many archaeological earthworks and village sites around Prairie Island 

(Brower 1903:49-68), the results of which are recorded in Brower’s sixth volume 

in a series of accounts of explorations of the Mississippi River valley.  The 

publication provides one chapter devoted to their explorations around Red Wing, 

which contains descriptive accounts as well as an often referenced 

archaeological chart drawn by W. M. Sweney that locates groups of mounds and 

villages in the Locality (Figure 2.3). 
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Figure 2.3.  Archaeological chart of the Red Wing area by J. V. Brower and Dr. W. W. Sweney 

(Brower 1903). 
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Although early archaeological attention focused on the mounds of Red 

Wing, it was not acknowledged until later that there was a general pattern evident 

in the larger groups; that the mounds encircled cleared spaces that contained the 

ancient remains of villages.  The geographic distribution of the mound groups in 

relation to the major villages of the Red Wing Locality is notable in that the 

villages tend to be positioned upon a promontory or other strategic point 

overlooking one of the riverways (Cannon or Mississippi), while extensive groups 

of sometimes hundreds of mounds formed semi-circles around the sites on the 

landward side.  In one sense, the villages are islands, isolated by physical 

boundaries that are both natural and cultural.  It is important to bear in mind that 

village and mound group make up together a linked complex within a cultural 

landscape that includes facilities for the living and monuments for the dead; 

mound and village should not be conceived of in separation of each other.  

Similarly, the mounds are linked through time.  Many of the mounds were erected 

during the Silvernale Phase occupation of the villages, although others certainly 

pre-date, and possibly post-date, this time.  However, the mounds that were 

erected during Middle Woodland or Late Woodland times, presumably prior to 

the establishment of the villages, were very much present and part of the 

landscape of the villages’ inhabitants during the Late Precontact period.   
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Site Descriptions and History of Investigations 

 

 

As was mentioned above, the Mississippi River runs through the middle of 

the Red Wing Locality, in essence dividing the Locality in two.  This is an unusual 

configuration for a Late Precontact settlement cluster in the Upper Midwest.  A 

major working assumption of this dissertation is that this division once had social 

and economic significance.  The following section, which describes the major 

sites of the Red Wing Locality, is thus similarly divided into two sub-sections. 

 

Sites west of the Mississippi River (Figure 2.4) 

 

The sites described here include the four large villages located along the 

Cannon River, Bryan, Energy Park, Silvernale, and Belle Creek, two Late 

Precontact sites along Spring Creek for which there are extant, systematic 

collections, and the Bartron village, which is on the southwestern edge of Prairie 

Island.   
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Figure 2.4.  Locations of villages on the west side of the Mississippi River.   

 

Silvernale site (21GD3) 

The Silvernale village site (Figure 2.5) lies on a low outwash terrace 10 

feet above the Cannon River near its confluence with the Mississippi River.  The 

geography is notable for several reasons.  With the exception of the Bartron site 

on Prairie Island, all other major Red Wing villages are situated on high terraces 

overlooking a river.  Also, geomorphological and lake sediment analyses indicate 

that when the village was occupied the head of Lake Pepin was at the confluence 
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of the Cannon with the Mississippi rather than at its present location several 

kilometers downstream (Dobbs and Mooers 1991; Almendinger and Engstrom 

n.d.).  Therefore, the location of the Silvernale Village was right at the head of 

Lake Pepin, which allowed easy access to the resources that Lake Pepin could 

provide.  It was also in a strategic position, for villages could monitor traffic along 

the Cannon River from Minnesota’s interior.   

 

Figure 2.5.  The Silvernale village and mound complex.   
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Surrounding the habitation area on the upland side is a massive mound 

group that extends onto an upper terrace to the north and west of the site.  These 

317 surveyed mounds form the largest group associated with a single village.  It 

has been suggested that the Silvernale mound group may have originally formed 

a contiguous group with the Energy Park and Bryan mounds (Gibbon 1979), thus 

forming a truly massive funerary and ritual landscape along the south bank of the 

Cannon River.   

The Chicago and Great Western Railroad line was constructed in 1882.  It 

bisected the village area into roughly equal north and south halves.  A short time 

afterward, in August of 1885, T H Lewis surveyed the mound group and noted 

the presence of the habitation area to the north. 

 

University of Minnesota – 1947 and 1950.  The Silvernale site received its 

first modern professional attention in 1947 and 1950 when Lloyd Wilford 

conducted limited excavations of the habitation site and two of the mounds.  

Mound 36 on the lower terrace and Mound 45 on the upper terrace were both 

excavated in 1947.  Wilford also excavated in the village area north of the 

railroad tracks in the “eastern part of the field” in 1947.  In 1950, he excavated in 

the “western part of the field.”  In total he excavated about 700 square feet (ca. 

65 square meters) of the village area.  During his analysis of site materials, he 

recognized some artifacts, particularly ceramics, that appeared related to 
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Mississippian cultures much further to the south.  Based on these discoveries, he 

defined the Silvernale Phase.  Thus, the Silvernale site is the “type site” for the 

Silvernale Phase.   

Four features were discovered in Mound 36 – a rock cairn of 35 friable 

limestone blocks arranged in a circle near the mound center, and three shallow 

rectangular pits oriented east to west in the subsoil below the rock cairn (Gibbon 

1979:71).  Two of the pits contained only remnants of human bone material 

(including that of a child) and no artifactual remains – although the soil was not 

screened, so small artifacts might have gone unnoticed.  The third pit was found 

to be empty.  The mound fill contained a side-notched and a stemmed projectile 

point, a mid-section of a chert knife or projectile point, and a single “Silvernale” 

sherd, suggesting that the mound was constructed during or after the occupation 

of the village.   

Mound 45 was almost entirely excavated and the soil was screened in the 

hopes of determining the cultural affiliation of the builders (Gibbon 1979:72).  

However, no features were present, and only some flint chips and 10 small 

sherds were found.  Although small in number, the sherds from Mound 45 exhibit 

varied characteristics.  Four of the sherds had smooth surfaces and shell temper, 

two had smooth surfaces, trailed line decoration, and grit temper, and four had 

cord-marked exteriors and grit temper. 
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In the village area, three pits and several fire basins were identified in 

addition to a general scatter of village debris (Gibbon 1979:73-74).  The pits were 

excavated during the 1947 project.  They included a cylindrical pit with vertical 

walls that extended 1.2 feet into the subsoil, a basin-shaped pit that extended 1 

foot into the subsoil, and a small, shallow basin that extended 0.7 feet into the 

subsoil.  The pits all contained charcoal and a limited amount of artifactual 

material.  Also found in 1947 was a fire-hardened hearth with associated 

charcoal, a bison scapula hoe, and a fragment of a bison skull.   

In 1950, several amorphous features were excavated, which were 

possibly hearths.  All but one, however, were later interpreted as natural 

depressions that were filled with debris (Gibbon 1979:74).  The one likely hearth 

was a deep depression associated with charcoal and rocks.  It contained several 

large sherds in the bottom.   

 

Minnesota Archaeological Society/Carleton College Summer Institute – 

1974-1977.  The Red Wing Industrial Park began to be developed around the 

site in the early 1970s.  The Durkee-Atwood plant was constructed as part of this 

development.  During construction, many mound remnants and most of the 

village area south of the railroad tracks was destroyed.  From 1974 to 1977, 

Hamline University, Carleton College Summer Institute, and the Minnesota 

Archaeological Society jointly conducted salvage excavations of about 20 square 
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meters in the northern section under the guidance of Christina Harrison.   The 

collection has been held by several institutions, the Goodhue County Historical 

Society, Mankato State University, Hamline University, and, since 2001, the 

Science Museum of Minnesota, but it has yet to be properly processed or 

analyzed. 

 

Cannon Valley Trail/Minnesota State University-Mankato, 2001 – 2007.  In 

the mid-1980s, the Cannon Valley Trail (CVT) was developed.  The trail follows 

the bed of the old railroad from Red Wing to Cannon Falls and passes several of 

the Red Wing Locality sites on the south bank of the Cannon River.  In 1999, an 

eight acre portion of the Silvernale village area was donated to the Cannon 

Valley Trail.  This led to a new program of research into the site.   

During 2001 and 2002, geophysical- and shovel-testing was initiated over 

the entire Cannon Valley Trail-managed area of the site (Dobbs et al 2003).  

These investigations were intended to determine the subsurface condition of the 

archaeological deposits, the extent of occupation of the site, and intra-site 

patterning.  The geophysical tests isolated a series of anomalies that are 

interpreted as house floors and more than 75 pit features (Schirmer 2004:3).  

Shovel tests contradicted the commonly held assumption that the subsoil 

deposits at the Silvernale site were largely disturbed.  Intact cultural deposits 

exist beneath an approximately 30 cm plow-zone layer.  Five meter interval 
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shovel testing continued through 2007.  A primary goal of the shovel test 

program, which obtained a systematic artifact sample from across the entire site, 

was to test Wilford’s assertion that the eastern and western portions of the village 

contained significant differences in their respective assemblages.  The artifacts 

from the shovel tests are currently under analysis at MSU-Mankato.   

Minnesota State University – Mankato hosted four seasons of field 

schools at the Silvernale site in 2003, 2004, 2005, and 2007 under the direction 

of Ron Schirmer.  To date, only the results of the 2003 season have been 

reported.  The objectives of the 2003 excavations were to test several 

geophysical anomalies and to explore the deposits beneath the large berm north 

of the railway cut (now the CVT) (Schirmer 2004).  The berm was created when 

the railroad was cut through the middle of the site in 1882.  It was expected that 

the deposits underlying the berm were relatively undisturbed.   

Fifteen 1 x 1 meter units were opened in four excavation blocks in 2003.  

Three units in Block 1 were excavated to recover a feature identified in a shovel 

test unit and to explore a nearby geophysical anomaly that appeared to be a 

house.  A human tooth was recovered during excavation of the feature, so 

excavation of Block 1 was abandoned and the tooth was reburied (Schirmer 

2004:11). 

Block 2 was a 1 x 2 meter trench opened into the north side of the railroad 

berm.  As expected, the berm itself contained approximately one meter of mixed 
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material dug out from the railroad trench.  Beneath the berm, the 1882 ground 

surface appeared to be uncultivated (Schirmer 2004:13).  This indicates the 

possibility that an approximately 30 meter wide by 500 meter long strip through 

the center of the village remains preserved beneath the berm.  Two post molds 

and one pit feature were identified in Block 2.  Due to time constraints, soil 

samples were taken, but the feature was not excavated entirely.  This block was 

expanded during the 2004 through 2007 seasons. 

Block 3 consisted of three 1 x 1 meter excavation units.  The units were 

placed in a line to test the edge of a geophysical anomaly near the center of this 

eight acre portion of the site.  It was hypothesized that the anomaly was either a 

large refuse pit or the remains of a semi-subterranean house (Dobbs et al 2003).  

The 2003 excavation revealed a grayish greasy floor and several postmolds 

(Schirmer 2004:14).  The block was re-opened and expanded in 2004 to reveal 

more of the floor.   

The excavation of Block 4, which was placed in the eastern part of the site 

to test another geophysical anomaly, revealed a shallow refuse midden.  The 

midden overlaid two pit features.  One was not excavated.  The other was an 

undercut storage pit, the contents of which were removed en masse for flotation.   

The 2004, 2005, and 2007 field schools focused on two areas.  The first 

was the house identified in Block 3 and the second was the railroad berm 

excavation in Block 2. 
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The ceramic assemblage recovered during the MSU-Mankato project at 

Silvernale, like that at other Red Wing Locality sites, is dominated by the sherds 

of decorated, shell-tempered vessels.  Approximately 84% of the 2003 

assemblage of sherds has shell-tempering, 15% has grit-tempering, and the 

temper of its remaining sherds is either unidentified or is a combination of shell- 

and grit-temper (Schirmer 2004:9).  Certainly, much more will be able to be said 

about this important village as processing of the collections and analyses of the 

data are completed. 

 

Bryan site (21GD4) 

The Bryan village site (Figure 2.6) was a large, fortified village that was 

possibly the largest and most densely populated of any prehistoric site in 

Minnesota (Dobbs 1984).  The site is located on a level glacial outwash terrace 

that is about a quarter to a half mile in width.  The terrace extends about three 

and a half miles westward along the Cannon River from its confluence with the 

Mississippi River.  The site itself encompasses an area of approximately 60 

acres and is situated where the terrace forms a peninsula-like projection 

approximately 120 feet above the south bank of the Cannon River.   

Since the 1930s, the Bryan site has been almost entirely destroyed by 

continued mining of the gravel deposit that underlies the village deposits.  Still, 

and maybe due to this destruction, the site has received perhaps the most 
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attention by scholars and amateurs alike.  The Bryan site is the most extensively 

excavated and documented of the major village sites in the Red Wing Locality. 

Theodore Lewis surveyed the mound group that surrounds the Bryan 

village site to the south in September, 1885 (Winchell 1911:150).  The results of 

his survey reveal that there were 173 mounds ranging in height from 1 to 6.5 

feet, and 20 to 60 feet in diameter.  The majority of the mounds were conical.  

Five oval mounds being the only exceptions.  Seventeen years later in 1902, Dr. 

W. M. Sweney counted 77 mounds remaining in the group (Brower 1903:66).  In 

other words, nearly 100 mounds had been plowed away in less than two 

decades.   
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Figure 2.6.  The Bryan village and mound complex.   

 

The Bryan site has been professionally excavated numerous times during 

the 20th century.  Lloyd Wilford of the University of Minnesota excavated the site 

in 1951, 1952, 1954, and 1957.  The Minnesota Historical Society conducted 

limited excavations in 1970.  A realignment of Minnesota Highway 61 resulted in 

extensive excavations of the site in 1983 and 1984 by Clark Dobbs of the 

Institute for Minnesota Archaeology.  Most recently, Ronald Schirmer, then of 

Hemisphere Field Services, received landowner permission to salvage a portion 
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of the site in 1999.  Countless amateur archaeologists and pot hunters have 

collected artifacts from the site.  Because excavations conducted by professional 

archaeologists tend to result in the most accurate and accessible contextual 

data, only professional excavations are summarized here.   

 

University of Minnesota, 1951.  While the mounds of the Bryan site have 

been well known for over 100 years, the village portion of the site was not 

discovered until early in 1951, when artifacts and human remains began to be 

uncovered during gravel extraction.  When University of Minnesota professor 

Lloyd Wilford visited in June of 1951 about two feet of topsoil had been stripped 

off a portion of the site by a highway crew.  He laid out an 80 foot square to 

include the stripped area and the undisturbed area to the west and proceeded to 

excavate seven pit features that had been exposed.  Pits 1 – 3 were visible in the 

west wall of the stripped area, pit 4 was visible in the north wall, and pits 5 – 7 

were within the boundaries of the stripped area.  This is notable because it 

means that at least a portion of the upper levels of the pit features had been 

removed prior to Wilford’s excavation.  Six of the pits were generally cylindrical in 

shape, while the seventh was undercut.  On the basis of ceramic types, Wilford 

concluded that the village was of the Mississippian Tradition with the majority 

being Silvernale and a lesser amount being Oneota and Cambria (Dobbs 

1984:11). 
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University of Minnesota, 1952.  Wilford again visited the site in 1952 after 

being informed of more human remains being exposed by gravel mining.  His 

limited excavation over a three day period resulted in the description of two 

primary human burials and three pit features similar to those recovered the 

previous year.  The ceramic assemblage, while somewhat larger, was also 

similar to that of the year before. 

 

University of Minnesota, 1954.  In 1954, Wilford again returned with a 

University of Minnesota student crew.  This time he excavated an area larger 

than those of the previous two seasons.  During the month that they worked on 

the site, 100 pit features were excavated from an area previously stripped of 

about two feet of top soil in preparation for mining.  An additional 650 square feet 

were excavated in an unstripped area.   

The artifacts recovered are the subject of Charles Stortroen’s, one of 

Wilford’s students, Master’s thesis (1957).  The pottery assemblage consisted of 

65% classified as Silvernale, 20% as Oneota, 10% as Woodland, and 5% as 

Cambria (Stortroen 1957:53-57; Dobbs 1984:16).   

A total of 117 pit features were excavated and two, possibly three, 

features were interpreted as semi-subterranean houses.  Most of the pits were 

generally cylindrical in shape, several were undercut, and one was hour-glass 
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shaped.  One house was approximately square in outline and measured 7.5 feet 

east-west and 6.7 feet north-south.  It contained a small hearth near the center 

and a shallow pit near the north wall.  The second house was round to oval in 

outline, with an 8.5 foot diameter.  Large amounts of ash and charred material 

found scattered on the floor suggest that the house had been burned.  Also, two 

burned and shattered human skulls were found on the house floor, which were 

considered trophy skulls (Gibbon 1979:14).  A third feature, a large, shallow, 

square depression, may have also been a house.  However, a definable floor and 

other occupation features were absent.  Large amounts of charcoal in the upper 

layers of the pit fill indicate that it might have been a very large fire pit.  It is worth 

mentioning that neither entrances nor postmolds from wall posts were identified 

for any of the houses.  However, defined floors of compacted black dirt in the first 

two houses, and the presence of a hearth and pit feature in the first, support the 

interpretation of house one and house two as structures.   

Also during the 1954 excavation a low, narrow, half-foot high ridge that 

extended across much of the site was investigated to test the possibility that it 

represented the remains of a palisade.  Several postmolds were identified during 

excavation of a portion of the ridge.  Since the postmolds did not appear to 

continue into a second excavated portion, Wilford concluded that the ridge was 

the result of a modern fenceline or the boundary of a historic plowed field.  Elden 

Johnson, also from the University of Minnesota, visited the site and was of the 
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opinion that the ridge was indeed the remnants of a palisade line (Gibbon 

1979:11). 

 

University of Minnesota, 1955 and 1957.  Wilford and his crew returned to 

the Bryan site again in 1955 and 1957.  Their purpose was to define the limits of 

the intensive occupation of the site and to identify significant stratigraphic 

differences among the extensive artifact remains (Gibbon 1979:15).  Seven 10 

foot and two 5 by 10 foot blocks were excavated in 1955, and a single 10 foot 

square was excavated in 1957.  Nine hundred square feet of the site were 

excavated in total over the two seasons.  

From these excavations, Wilford made several observations concerning 

the cultural stratigraphy of the site (Dobbs 1984:16-17).  Grit-tempered and 

rolled-rim Silvernale sherds were found with higher frequencies in level II (6-12 

inches below the surface).  Level II also contained about three times more 

artifactual material than level I (0-6 inches below the surface).  Cannon Incised 

sherds (often classified as Blue Earth Oneota today) occurred more frequently in 

level I.  Bryan Short-rim Silvernale sherds were distributed roughly equally 

between the two levels.  Also, a higher incidence of Oneota sherds and simple 

triangular projectile points were found in 1957 relative to the 1954 and 1955 

projects.   
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Minnesota Historical Society, 1970.  David Nystuen of the Minnesota 

Historical Society investigated the Bryan site in 1970 during the Minnesota Trunk 

Highway Archaeological Reconnaissance Survey (Nystuen 1971:53-55, 21B, 

24A).  At that time, nearly 16,000 square feet of topsoil was stripped from the 

northwestern (900 square feet) and north-central (15,000 square feet) parts of 

the site.  This collection has never been analyzed. 

In the northwestern portion, about 25 pit features and 20 other, smaller, 

possible subsurface features were located and mapped.  Notably, a portion of a 

house with an outline of postmolds was identified.  Unfortunately, this feature 

was destroyed by looters before the house could be investigated. 

Nearly a third of an acre of the north-central portion of the village had 

been stripped.  Within this block, about 30 pit features were mapped and 

excavated.   

 

Institute for Minnesota Archaeology, 1983 and 1984.  The largest data 

recovery to take place at the Bryan site occurred in 1983 and 1984 by the 

Institute for Minnesota Archaeology and students from the University of 

Minnesota.  The project, which was directed by Clark Dobbs, was largely funded 

by the Minnesota Department of Transportation as a reaction to the replacement 

of a bridge over the Cannon River (Dobbs 1984; Yourd 1984).   
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During the two seasons of excavation, 70 2 x 2 meter units were opened, 

557 features were mapped and investigated, and two sides of a log palisade 

enclosure were identified.  Of the features, about 5 percent were determined to 

be natural or due to vandalism, and about 15 percent were not excavated due to 

time constraints (Dobbs 1984:53).  Overall, the density of features across the 

excavated area was remarkable – averaging about one feature per square meter.  

The variety of pit features present included deep cylindrical pits, undercut, bell-

shaped storage pits, deep and shallow irregular pits that contained a variety of 

materials or were nearly empty, and small stains about 20 cm in diameter that 

contained charred maize.  Dobbs concluded on the basis of the large amount 

and variety of features and artifacts present that the site was a permanent village 

rather than one that was seasonally occupied (Dobbs 1984:53).  He further 

concluded, based on analysis of feature contents, that the features were filled in 

rapidly rather than left open for long periods of time (Dobbs 1991). 

The remains of two sections of a palisade wall were discovered in May 

1983 and May 1984 (Gibbon and Dobbs 1991:289), thus confirming the earlier 

speculation by Elden Johnson mentioned above.  The western palisade was 

traced for about 40 meters northward from its southwest corner and a section of 

the north wall was traced for a slightly less distance.  The post molds were 

uniformly spaced at about 60 cm and varied in diameter from 18 cm to 22 cm.  It 

is estimated that the enclosure contained approximately 10 acres, which is large 
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compared to other palisade enclosures in the Upper Mississippi Valley, such as 

at the Valley View site near LaCrosse.   

Four structures were identified.  Two of these were probably houses.  

Structure 1 was a square house.  It was outlined by postmolds and surrounded 

by a circle of refuse pits.  There were no features in the interior of the house.  

Structure 3 was a circular-shaped house or other type of structure that was 

rebuilt several times.  The two remaining structures were incomplete in outline, 

and their form and function are unclear.  Structure 4 appears to have been 

associated with the north palisade wall.  It had a double line of posts that 

bordered the north side of the palisade on the exterior of the enclosure.  The 

palisade posts may have served as its southern wall.   

The ceramic assemblage recovered during this project is comparable to 

earlier collections from the site.  Over 90% of all sherds had shell tempering, with 

the remainder having grit or mixed tempering.  Like the ceramics recovered 

during the earlier excavations and elsewhere in the Locality, there is 

considerable variation in decoration, rim and vessel form, and vessel size.  

Silvernale, Cambria, and Oneota type ceramics were found as well, as, to a 

lesser degree, were Woodland types.  Rolled rims, which are often considered a 

Mississippian-influenced trait, occur on 45% of the sherds.  Of these, only 13% 

are stylistically comparable to Cahokia types (Holley 1990). 
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Several observations were made about the spatial distribution of ceramics 

across the excavated area in relation to the palisade enclosure (Gibbon and 

Dobbs 1991:291).  A higher occurrence of Oneota traits occur in the western 

portion of the site on the edge of the terrace overlooking the Cannon River and 

outside of the palisade.  Their distribution suggests the possibility of a distinct 

Oneota component that was not part of the Silvernale Phase component.  This 

observation was shared by Wilford.  Silvernale phase ceramics were only found 

within or immediately adjacent to the palisade enclosure.  Oneota ceramics do 

occur within the palisade, but are much more common outside.  Ground stone 

tools are common outside the palisade, but are rare within.  Also, the feature 

types outside the palisade are distinctly different from those inside the palisade.   

 

Hemisphere Field Services, 1999.  Ronald Schirmer, then of Hemisphere 

Field Services, obtained landowner permission to conduct rescue excavations on 

the final remaining portion of the Bryan site in 1999 (Schirmer 2002:141).  Fourty-

four pit features arranged in three clusters and 17 postmolds forming parts of 

three walls of a rectangular above-ground structure were identified within about 

60 square meters of the northeastern village area.  The structure extended seven 

meters or more in one direction and had an internal hearth.  Following the pattern 

recognized from earlier excavations, the amount and diversity of artifacts were 

high, including several different ceramic types.  Notably, one feature complex 
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contained large fragments of jars with rolled rims and high-rim neck jars stacked 

upon each other, as well as both grit and shell tempered sherds with cord-

impressed surfaces.  Unfortunately, the ongoing encroachment of gravel mining 

activity prevented the full exposure of the structure or the complete recovery of 

the pit features.  This collection is currently being processed at MSU-Mankato 

and the Science Museum of Minnesota.   

An additional collection from the Bryan village was collected by 

avocational archaeologist Katie and Verlan Johns.  While this collection was not 

the result of a professionally sponsored excavation, it is included here because it 

was collected following professional protocol, the locations of features were 

documented, and it represents samples from the site that we otherwise do not 

have.  The Johns’ were trained in archaeological excavation by Elden Johnson 

and others in the professional community, and obtained landowner permission to 

salvage features from the Bryan site as they were exposed by gravel mining.  

During the 1960s, 1970s, and early 1980s, they surface collected over the central 

part of the village and excavated 15 features in the northern, western, and central 

parts of the site.  The collection is currently curated by the Science Museum of 

Minnesota.   
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Energy Park site (21GD158) 

The Energy Park village site (Figure 2.7) was first discovered in 1984 by 

IMA archaeologists under the direction of Clark Dobbs during a City of Red Wing 

sponsored survey of archaeological sites within the boundaries of the city (Dobbs 

1985).  The site is located upon a high glacial outwash terrace overlooking the 

Cannon River between the Silvernale and Bryan village sites.   

 

Figure 2.7.  The Energy Park village and mound complex.   
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Like all of the Red Wing villages, the Energy Park site also has a group of 

mounds that encircle the site on the landward side.  The group consists of 64 

mounds, which were surveyed by Lewis in September, 1885.  This group 

(21GD052) includes the only flat-topped pyramidal mound in the Locality, the 

dimensions of which, in 1885, were 48 ft by 60 ft by 4 feet high.  Pyramidal 

mounds are extremely rare in the Upper Mississippi River Valley, and are 

generally associated with the Mississippian culture.  The presence of the 

pyramidal mound at the Energy Park site has often been considered indicative of 

contacts with, or even the on-site presence of, Mississippian peoples (for 

example, Gibbon and Dobbs 1991) 

After the discovery of the village portion of the site in 1984, the IMA 

initiated a program of research beginning with a controlled surface collection and 

soil resistivity surveying in 1986.  From this initial field work it was believed that 

the site was occupied for a short period and that it contained Silvernale Phase 

cultural material that was relatively undisturbed.   

Work continued at the site over the next four years.  Six excavation blocks 

were opened during the 1987, 1988, and 1990 field seasons.  The placement of 

the excavation blocks was designed to investigate areas of geophysical 

anomalies and/or high artifact concentrations from the surface collection in the 

hopes of delineating the internal settlement plan of the site (Dobbs and Breakey 
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1993:11).  Additionally, a second surface collection was conducted in 1988, and 

soil resistivity surveying continued in 1987 and 1988.   

The three seasons of excavation resulted in 291 square meters of the 

village excavated in 1 by 1 meter units.  A total of 98 features were identified, of 

which 38 were excavated (Dobbs and Breakey 1993:20).   

The artifact assemblage is similar, in general, to those in the other large 

villages in the Locality.  The ceramics from the site are almost all plain-surfaced 

neck jars with shell tempering.  Only two grit-tempered, cord-marked Woodland 

sherds are present.  Rolled-rim vessels are conspicuously absent in the 

collection.  Also noteworthy are a Cahokia five-notched triangular projectile point 

of a non-local chert, seven cubes of galena, which is also a non-local material, 

and at least two caches of bison scapula hoes and other agriculture-related 

implements placed in the bottoms of pit features (Dobbs and Breakey 1993; 

Gibbon and Dobbs 1991).   

Clark Dobbs has proposed two hypotheses to interpret the Energy Park 

site (Gibbon and Dobbs 1991; Dobbs 1993).  He suggests that the site, situated 

at a midpoint between the Silvernale and Bryan sites, was a central place for 

Silvernale Phase Red Wing inhabitants.  Evidence for Mississippian influence 

and long-distance interaction in the Silvernale Phase assemblage at the Energy 

Park site can be seen in the flat-topped pyramidal mound, the Cahokia projectile 

point, and the cubes of galena.  These features are further interpreted as 
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potential evidence that the village housed elite individuals.  Dobbs’ second 

hypothesis is that the site was occupied during a relatively short timeframe.  This 

idea is supported by the low artifact density compared to other sites in the 

Locality, a clear patterning of activity areas seen across the site from the surface 

collections, and the absence of overlapping of features.   

 

Belle Creek site (21GD72) 

This large village and mound complex is situated on a high terrace 

overlooking the north bank of the Cannon slightly upstream and opposite the 

Bryan site.  It is situated on the bank of the river across from the confluence with 

Belle Creek (see Figure 2.1).  Jacob Brower recorded 57 mounds at the mouth of 

Belle Creek (1903:66), which, if it follows the pattern of other Red Wing Locality 

villages, are likely associated with the village.  The site has never been 

excavated or thoroughly investigated, although artifacts from the site probably 

exist in private collections.  Clark Dobbs believes the Belle Creek site most likely 

contains an assemblage similar to the Bryan site (personal communication 

2003).  The site is on private land and is steadfastly protected by the landowner 

from looters and professional archaeologists alike, so for the foreseeable future 

the archaeology of the Belle Creek village will remain a mystery. 
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Burnside School site (21GD159) 

The Burnside School site (see Figure 2.1) is a small habitation situated on 

a high knoll overlooking Spring Creek.  The site was first reported by the Institute 

for Minnesota Archaeology during an archaeological reconnaissance survey for 

the City of Red Wing in 1984 (Dobbs 1985).  It was subsequently surface 

collected and tested during a phase II survey of sites in the Spring Creek valley 

in 1989-1990 (Dobbs 1990).  A group of four conical mounds (21GD33) are 

presumed to be associated with the village habitation.  These were surveyed by 

Theodore Lewis in September, 1885 (Winchell 1911:161).  The dimensions of the 

mounds at that time were reported to be between 4.5 and 5.5 feet in height with 

diameters ranging from 38 to 48 feet.   

In 1995, the IMA sponsored a field school in the village portion of site.  

The locations of the 40 1 X 1 meter excavation units were placed within the 

village based on the 1990 survey, and on shovel testing and a geophysical 

survey conducted over the area in 1995.  The purpose of the excavation was to 

investigate a smaller village site on a tributary stream peripheral to the larger 

villages on the terraces overlooking the Cannon and Mississippi Rivers.  Eight 

features were recorded, three of which were identified in 1990.  Of the eight, six 

were excavated.  They included three deep pits, a sheet midden, and an 

amorphous basin.  The ceramics from the site, which are characterized by shell 

tempered neck jars with high rims and intricately trailed designs, indicate an 
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Oneota affiliation similar to that present at the Bartron and Adams sites (Dobbs 

1990:39, Boden 2007).   

 

Spring Creek/Mauer Farm site (21GD96) 

21GD96 has been informally referred to as both the Spring Creek site and 

the Mauer Farm site.  The site was initially identified by the landowner, Mr. 

Sidney Maurer, who reported it to David Nystuen, the MNDOT Highway 

Archaeologist, sometime around 1972 when the original state site form was filed.  

It will be referred to here as the Mauer Farm site, after the landowner.   

The Mauer Farm site is a large habitation site located in the floodplain to 

the east of the main channel of Spring Creek, about a half mile upstream from 

the Burnside School site.  It has been suggested that the habitation area might 

extend to the west side of Spring Creek, but that idea has not been tested 

(Dobbs 1990:35).  A group of 20 mounds is associated with the village area.  The 

group was identified and mapped by Theodore Lewis in September, 1885 

(Winchell 1911:160).  The mound inventory contains 17 conical mounds, two 

linear mounds, and one conical mound with a linear appendage.   

In 1990, the Institute for Minnesota Archaeology conducted a controlled 

surface collection of the entire definable site on the east side of the creek.  Over 

10,000 artifacts were collected from the surface of 1,950 5 x 5 meter collection 

units.  Preliminary analysis of the debris profiles from 933 of the 1,950 collection 
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units indicates that material culture is more characteristically Oneota than 

Silvernale (Dobbs 1990:36).  However, the ceramic assemblage was also 

described as non-descript and the analysis of the entire collection has not been 

completed.   

The Burnside School and Mauer Farm sites are not usually considered 

part of the Red Wing Locality core village complex, since they are smaller, have 

fewer adjacent mounds, and are upland and away from the Cannon and 

Mississippi rivers.  Nonetheless, these sites are the only systematically 

investigated Late Precontact villages that are along a smaller tributary stream 

(Spring Creek) of a major river (Cannon) in the Locality.  The position, if any, of 

the villages within the matrix of communities within the Locality should not be 

prejudged.  Further information about these villages could further our 

understanding of the Locality as a system of related communities.   

 

Bartron site (21GD2) 

The Bartron village site covers an area of no more than seven to ten acres 

of the southern tip of Prairie Island within the valley of the Mississippi River (see 

Figure 2.1).  It is bounded on the northwest by a low backwater area and on the 

southwest by a steep slope down to Birch Lake (Gibbon 1979:91).   

The earliest references to the site are the chart drawn by Brower and 

Sweney (Figure 2.3) (Brower 1903) and information in Winchell’s Aborigines of 
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Minnesota (Winchell 1911).  Lewis recorded some 260 mounds on all of Prairie 

Island in 1885 (Winchell, 1911:143-150).  One mound (Mound 1) is especially 

notable because it had a flat top.  During the mid-20th century, Lloyd Wilford 

investigated the nearby Nauer Mounds (Wilford et al 1969) and Elden Johnson 

excavated several of the nearby Birch Lake mounds.  The cultural affiliation of 

the mounds was considered primarily Woodland; however, Silvernale/Oneota 

ceramics were recovered from the mound fill (Johnson et al 1969).  The village 

area was excavated by Wilford in 1948, by Johnson in 1968 and 1969, and by 

Schirmer in 2008.   

 

University of Minnesota, 1948.  Lloyd Wilford excavated Bartron for two 

weeks during the summer of 1948, during which time he opened a 40 by 60 foot 

block divided into 24 10-foot squares (Gibbon 1979:93).  During this work, he 

excavated 11 pit features, most of which were undercut and bell-shaped with an 

average depth of about 1.5 feet.  Additionally, one pit feature was a fire pit, and 

others were probably simple storage or trash containers. 

Four-thousand four-hundred and fifty-five pottery sherds were recovered 

in 1948 (Gibbon 1979:112).  Of these, 2,964 were nondescript crumbs.  Of the 

total, 4,447 had shell-tempering, while only eight had grit-tempering.  Five of the 

eight grit-tempered sherds had cord-marked, Woodland, exteriors, all of which 

were found in the same 10 x 10 meter unit.   
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University of Minnesota, 1968.  University of Minnesota Professor Elden 

Johnson, who was a student on Wilford’s 1948 excavation directed two seasons 

of field schools at the Bartron site in 1968 and 1969 (Gibbon 1979:93-99).  Prior 

to these large-scale excavations, Johnson conducted some limited testing of the 

site under contract for the Northern States Power Company in 1960.  The details 

and results of the 1960 project and the current location of the resulting collection 

are not known.   

During the 1968 season, several 1 x 5 meter trenches were dug that were 

intended to explore and define the site boundaries.  Several more were opened 

to expand areas of high pit concentrations.  Other trenches and squares were 

excavated in low areas.  Six fire pits and six storage or trash pits were 

excavated.  Most of the pits were too small to be used for storage, but one was 

undercut and others were cylindrical in shape.   

A two meter square was placed to straddle a linear ridge - a possible 

palisade line. The results of this test did reveal an embankment and a trench 

containing two large postmolds and pottery sherds (Gibbon 1979:93-99).  

However, the field notes do not indicate the location of this excavation unit.   

Two structures were identified.  One was a rectangular post structure with 

a depressed floor and four post molds.  The second, a wall-trench structure of an 

undetermined purpose, consisted of an expansive, nearly one meter-wide trench.  
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This had an unusually complete corner, where the ends of both perpendicular 

walls met (Gibbon and Dobbs 1991:297).  Wall-trenches are typical of 

Mississippian structures, and the Bartron wall-trench has been seen as 

suggestive of a Mississippian presence.  However, Mississippian wall-trench 

structures have a gap between perpendicular walls that would have been closed 

by wattle and daub, while closed corners tend to be a European design.  About 

two meters of the length of one wall of this structure and the corner was 

excavated.  However, Johnson and the excavators did not notice the feature until 

they were nearly through it, rather, recognizing the anomaly in the side wall of the 

excavation unit.  Due to time constraints, neither structure was completely 

excavated.   

A mound of an unknown function was also tested within the village area.  

Johnson’s notes indicate that he thought it was a village refuse heap rather than 

a burial mound.  No human skeletal material and only a small amount of refuse 

material were recovered.  However, a pit feature was identified in the subsoil 

beneath the mound fill.   

 

University of Minnesota, 1969.  Johnson returned the following year, in 

1969, with another crew of field school students.  Several exploratory trenches 

were excavated across the site, presumably to determine site boundaries.  



 

 
53 

 

Additionally, a number of 3 x 3 meter squares were positioned along established 

baselines and 16 non-contiguous 1 x 1 meter test units were dug across the site.   

The 1969 excavation resulted in the identification and excavation of eight 

fire pits and 18 storage/trash pits (Gibbon 1979:98).  Two of the storage pits were 

undercut, the rest were irregular and basin-shaped.   

Two post houses with depressed floors were encountered in 1969 (Gibbon 

1979:99).  The first was slightly rectangular, measuring about 5.5 meters north to 

south, and about 4 meters east to west.  The house was surrounded by at least 

45 15-22cm diameter postmolds.  In the center of the floor, a bison scapula was 

reported to have been placed in a vertical position along with a large chert core 

and a broken hammerstone.  The second house was nearly square, measuring 

9.5 x 9 meters, and oriented NW-SE along the longer axis.  Nine postmolds and 

several pits were associated with it.   

 

Minnesota State University – Mankato, 2008.  During the summer of 2008, 

Ron Schirmer directed a MSU-Mankato field school at the Bartron site.  The 

primary objective was to investigate the wall-trench structure observed by 

Johnson in 1968.  Schirmer believed that if the structure exists, it might be the 

remains of LaSeur’s 1684 fort that was reportedly located somewhere on Prairie 

Island.  After re-excavating Johnson’s excavation unit 10 in the southwestern 

portion of the site, where the structure was supposed to be, and several square 
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meters surrounding it, evidence of a wall trench structure was never 

encountered.  What was found were several unusually large pit features just 

below where Johnson’s excavation terminated.  The two features that were fully 

excavated contained organic, sandy soil, significant amounts of charcoal, a few 

flakes, and Woodland body sherds.  Overall, the features contained few artifacts.   

A second excavation block was opened to the east of the main block.  

Two small pit features were excavated, both of which contained shell-tempered 

pottery similar to that which was found by Johnson and Wilford.   

A geophysical survey was also conducted over the village and mound 

group by Don Johnson.  The results of this survey and the full analysis of the 

excavated material are forthcoming.   

Based on Wilford’s and Johnson’s excavations in the eastern portion of 

the site, the Bartron site appears to contain primarily an Oneota oriented material 

culture.  The ceramic and lithic assemblages have been compared to the Blue 

Earth valley sites in southern Minnesota, such as the Vosburg site (21FA001) 

(Gibbon 1979:118).  The western portion of the site, while also producing similar 

shell-tempered pottery, also appears to have been the location of several Late 

Woodland pit facilities.  Notably absent from any part of the site are any low or 

rolled rims typical of Silvernale vessels found at the Cannon River and 

Mero/Diamond Bluff sites. 
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Figure 2.8.  Map of the Red Wing Locality indicating villages east of the Mississippi River.   

 

Sites east of the Mississippi River (Figure 2.8) 

 

The sites described in this section include the four large villages located 

along the east side of the Mississippi Valley – the Double village, which is the 

northernmost village in the Locality, the Mero and Mero 2 villages located less 

than a kilometer from each other on the Mero/Diamond Bluff terrace, and the 

Adams village on the Trenton Terrace directly opposite modern-day Red Wing.   
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Mero/Diamond Bluff site complex (47PI2, 47PI93, 47PI132, 47PI133) 

The Mero site complex (Figure 2.9) consists of several habitation sites and 

associated mounds on the Mero terrace, a high glacial terrace of about 220 

acres.  The terrace overlooks the Mississippi River and the natural, original 

channel of the Trimbelle River in Pierce County, Wisconsin.  The site is slightly 

upstream from the former head of Lake Pepin.   

Between 1983 and 1989 the Institute for Minnesota Archaeology 

undertook controlled surface collections over a large portion (around 60%) of the 

Diamond Bluff terrace (Wendt and Dobbs 1989).  From this field work, four 

discrete habitation areas were identified.  The sites are named Mero 1 (47PI2), 

Mero 2 (47PI132), Mero 3 (47PI133), and Trimbelle (47PI093).  Mero 1 is a large 

Silvernale Phase village on the northwestern part of the terrace.  This is the only 

site in the complex that has been intensively investigated.  It is also the site that 

is most often referred to as the Mero or Diamond Bluff site in the literature.  It will 

be called the Mero village in this dissertation.  Mero 2 is another large Silvernale 

Phase village on the southern end of the terrace.  This site has not been 

excavated.  Mero 3 is represented by a diffuse scatter of Woodland material near 

the center of the terrace between the two Silvernale Phase villages.  The 

Trimbelle site is another diffuse scatter of Woodland material on the southern tip 

of the terrace.  Referring to the Mero and Mero 2 villages, Wendt and Dobbs 
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wrote that the habitation sites are “inextricably linked” to the mounds, and that 

the mounds should “not be treated as a single homogenous unit but rather as at 

least two subgroups each linked spatially to a Silvernale village site” (Wendt and 

Dobbs 1989:294). 

Figure 2.9.  The Mero and Mero 2 villages and mound complexes.   

 

The Mero and Mero 2 villages seem isolated by a series of cultural and 

natural borders.  Like all of the large villages in the Red Wing Locality, they are 

bounded by a river, in this case the Mississippi, on one side and by a semi-circle 
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of mounds on the upland side.  These mounds may have formed a cultural and 

spiritual border to the villages.  In this case, however, the villages were also 

bordered by the Trimbelle River, which originally ran to the northwest along the 

northeast edge of the terrace before turning to the southwest to drain into the 

Mississippi River.  Finally, moving further outward from the village centers, there 

is a line of dramatic cliffs that separates the terrace from the interior of western 

Wisconsin.   

The Mero/Diamond Bluff site complex, like most Red Wing Locality sites, 

has been the subject of archaeological interest for over 100 years.  In May of 

1887, Lewis mapped the Mero mound group.  Over the course of five days he 

mapped 396 mounds that included linear, effigy, oval, and conical varieties.  He 

also reported that some 125 to 150 additional mounds had been destroyed by 

cultivation, which brings the probable total number of mounds to more than 500 

on the terrace.   

The first half of the 20th century saw three notable surveys of the 

Mero/Diamond Bluff terrace.  Jacob Brower catalogued 300 mounds in the Mero 

group in 1902, even noting then that they were “greatly denuded” (Brower 

1903:66).  He also locates two villages amongst the mounds on his sketch map 

of the region.  In 1914, George Squire estimated that 100 mounds still survived in 

the group.  He also noted that many had been destroyed.  This was only twelve 

years after Brower’s account, which again gives us some indication of the rapidity 
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of mound destruction caused by agricultural activities.  Fred Lawshe (1947) of 

the Minnesota Archaeological Society collected artifacts from the surface of the 

plowed fields on the terrace in the 1940s.  He also noted the presence of two 

large areas of occupation.   

 

Wisconsin Archaeological Survey/Beloit College, 1948.  The first scientific 

excavation occurred in 1948.  This was a joint project between the Wisconsin 

Archaeological Survey and Beloit College.  The project, which was directed by 

Moreau Maxwell of Beloit College (Maxwell 1950), resulted in the excavation of 

portions of six mounds at the northwestern tip of the terrace and six test units 

within the adjacent village (Mero 1).  The collection is curated at the Logan 

Museum of Anthropology at Beloit College.  From the mound excavations, it is 

notable that four of the six mounds contained shell-tempered pottery (Rodell 

1997:149), strengthening the notion that at least some mounds were constructed 

during the occupation of the adjacent villages.  These vessels were believed to 

have been interred at the time of mound construction.  Of particular interest are 

two shell-tempered vessels and “Mississippian-like” sherds found at the base of a 

panther effigy mound (Mound 26) (Figure 2.10), which led Maxwell to conclude 

that the mound was constructed by Oneota people or people in contact with 

Oneota peoples (Rodell 1997:126).  According to Maxwell, “we must assume 

either that the idea of the animal-shaped burial mound persisted until late times 
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in some areas, or that Upper Misssissippi culture begins in Wisconsin much 

earlier than we had previously supposed” (Maxwell 1950:442). 

 

  

Figure 2.10.  Two shell-tempered vessels from the panther effigy (Mound 26) in the Mero mound 

group.   

 

The village excavation uncovered three features.  Feature 1 was a pit 

three feet in diameter and two feet deep.  It contained several shell-tempered 

sherds, a few grit-tempered sherds, a triangular projectile point, and a scraper 

(Rodell 1997:121).  Feature 2 consisted of two overlapping pits that, combined, 

measured 7.5 feet in length by 5 feet wide and had a maximum depth of 

approximately 3.5 feet.  The feature contained shell-tempered pottery, a lesser 

amount of grit-tempered pottery, bone and stone tools – including a milling stone 

– and faunal remains – including a bison scapula.  Feature 3 was a three foot in 

diameter pit with a depth of just over 1.5 feet.  Like the others, it contained a 
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mixture of shell- and grit-tempered pottery.  Also in the feature were chipped 

stone tools, an abrading stone, and deer bone.   

 

University of Wisconsin – Milwaukee, 1974.  The University of Wisconsin – 

Milwaukee excavated in the Mero 1 village site at the northeast end of the terrace 

in 1974, under the direction of Robert Alex (Alex 1974).  This excavation took 

place only a few meters west of the Wisconsin Archaeological Survey/Beloit 

College excavation (Rodell 1997:132).  The purpose of the project was 

presumably to investigate the relationship of Oneota inhabitants with Woodland 

and Mississippian groups, although this is never explicitly stated (Rodell 

1997:132). 

The UWM crew excavated 35 2 X 2 meter units near the southern edge of 

the terrace and identified 57 pit features, a house floor, a possible second house 

floor, four ash deposits/hearths, and 115 post molds.   

Feature 17 turned out to be the remains of a semi-subterranian house with 

two occupation components (House I) (Rodell 1997:202-213).  The floor, whose 

dimensions were approximately 4.65 m by 3.75 m, was oriented roughly north-

northwest.  The presumed entrance at the north end of the oval or semi-

rectangular house was at the north end.  Six pairs of post molds were identified 

around the perimeter of the house and a single post was in the center of the 

house adjacent to a hearth feature.  An additional nine post molds outside of the 
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house were considered to be associated with the house.  Five pit features 

occurred within, or partially within, the defined limits of its floor.  The assemblage 

was dominated by lithics and shell-tempered pottery, although a small amount of 

grit-tempered sherds were recovered, too. 

House II was a mass of features and post molds (called the feature 18 

complex) approximately four meters northwest of House I.  However, because of 

time limitations, this complex was not thoroughly investigated.  It was believed to 

be the remains of a structure, too (Rodell 1997:213).  Similar to the House I 

assemblage, this assemblage was dominated by lithic artifacts and shell-

tempered pottery.  Very few grit-tempered sherds were recovered.   

The excavators uncovered many postmolds in the southwest portion of the 

excavation block.  Several of these were aligned in a northwest to southeast 

direction for about seven meters and were on average about 40 cm apart.  Rodell 

interpreted this configuration to be a palisade line (Rodell 1997:216-218).  

However, there was no indication of a trench line or an embankment such as that 

recognized at the Bartron site (Gibbon 1979:96) or in other examples outside of 

the Red Wing Locality.  On the other hand, the post diameters and the spacings 

between posts were similar to the palisade at the Bryan site, which also lacked a 

trench line (Dobbs 1984; Gibbon and Dobbs 1991). 
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Institute for Minnesota Archaeology, 1991 and 1992.  During the 1980s 

and early 1990s, the Institute for Minnesota Archaeology (IMA) investigated the 

Diamond Bluff terrace as part of their ongoing program of research into the Red 

Wing Locality.   Surface collecting of the terrace between 1983 and 1989 was 

described above.  In 1990, the Archaeological Conservancy purchased a portion 

of the Mero 1 village and mound group.  In 1991 and 1992, the IMA conducted a 

magnetometer survey and excavations within the Mero 1 village.   

Three goals were stated to justify excavation of the site (Christiansen and 

Dobbs 1991:3).  First, the research team wanted to evaluate the character and 

meaning of electro-magnetic signatures recorded during the remote sensing 

survey.  Second, they hoped to test the hypothesis that there was a palisade 

associated with the village that ran between the habitation area and the mound 

group.  Third, they wanted to locate a proposed Late Woodland component at the 

site and investigate its relationship to the Silvernale component.   

A total of 147 square meters were excavated in two blocks and over 100 

features were recorded over the two seasons of work.  A semi-subterranian 

house basin (Feature 9) was identified in the process of excavating Block 1.  This 

led to an alteration of the data recovery plan, with work focused on a thorough 

investigation of this basin (Christiansen and Dobbs 1991:3).   

The house that was oriented northwest to southeast along its long axis, 

was elliptical in outline.  The dimensions measure approximately 7 x 6.5 meters.  
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After defining the limits of the house basin, two perpendicular trenches crossing 

roughly at the center of the house were excavated to obtain profiles of the 

feature.  During the summer of 1992, the excavation focused on uncovering the 

northeast quadrant of the house and on the examination of several pit features to 

the south of the house that were identified the previous year.   

 

Adams site (47PI12) 

The Adams village site (Figure 2.11) is also in Pierce County, Wisconsin.  

It is located at the southern end of the extensive post-glacial Trenton terrace 

across the Mississippi River from the city of Red Wing, about five kilometers 

southeast of the Mero/Diamond Bluff complex.   
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Figure 2.11.  The Adams village and mound complex.   

 

Theodore Lewis provided the first account of the Adams site in his survey 

notes.  He surveyed the mound group that surrounds the village area on October 

2nd and 5th, 1885, during which time he documented the presence of 97 mounds 

and a petroform that is in the form of a “bow and arrow” (Brower 1903) or 

perhaps a bird in flight that is on the bluff to the northeast.  He noted that many 

additional mounds may have been destroyed by plowing.  During the course of 
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his survey, he also observed the presence of the village site adjacent to the 

mounds.   

Jacob Brower recorded 74 mounds in the Adams group during his visit in 

1902 (1903:66).  His and Dr. W. M. Sweney’s map also identifies the location of 

the village and its surrounding mound group.   

The site was also surveyed between 1978 and 1981 by the Great River 

Road Survey (Penman 1984).  A small number of artifacts (<100) were reported, 

including one grit-tempered and 10 shell-tempered pottery sherds.  It is believed 

that the center of the village was not cultivated at that time, possibly accounting 

for the low density of artifacts recovered.  Additionally, two mounds were noted 

as still visible within the Trenton Cemetery.  The extent of the site complex was 

estimated to be about 80 acres and to extend for nearly a mile along the edge of 

the terrace. 

The Adams site was surface collected by the Institute for Minnesota 

Archaeology in 1983, and then excavated by an IMA-run field school in 1985.  

The 1983 surface collections and shovel testing done in 1985 indicate that the 

extent of the village area is approximately nine acres (Wendt 2001).   

Gibbon and Dobbs (1991:297-298) report several observations on the 

Adams site.  The site appears to have only a single component, Oneota, and is 

possibly related to the Bartron site and Armstrong site (see Hurley 1978) at the 

southern end of Lake Pepin in Trempealeau County, Wisconsin.  This 
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observation is echoed by Holley (n.d.), who included the ceramic rim sherds from 

the site in his analysis of Red Wing Locality ceramics.  That the distribution of 

artifacts is clearly defined with low artifact densities in between could be 

indicative of a short-term occupation.  No deep storage pits were recovered at 

the site, only shallow basins and middens.   

The artifact collection from the surface collection and excavation curated 

at the Science Museum of Minnesota reveals an assemblage that is in some 

ways different than the other villages in the Locality.  Interestingly, more than 10 

discoidal stones of a variety of materials and forms have been recovered from 

the Adams site.  These were probably gaming stones used during the game of 

Chunkey.  Their density at the Adams site is unmatched elsewhere in the Upper 

Mississippi River valley.  Also, there are an unusual number of ground stone 

tools – axes, celts, net sinkers, and heavy scrapers – in various stages of 

manufacture in the assemblage.   

 

Double site (47PI81) 

The Double village site (see Figure 2.1) is a small village (ca. 2 ha) on a 

high gravel terrace about 3 km upstream from the Diamond Bluff terrace in 

Pierce County.  The site is the northernmost village in the Red Wing Locality.  

Theodore Lewis mapped the mound group adjacent to the village site in 1887, at 

which he recorded the presence of 13 linear and 22 conical earthworks.  Like the 
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Bryan village and a portion of the Mero village, the gravel upon which the site is 

situated has been extensively mined.  By 1981, the majority of the village had 

been destroyed (Penman and Sullivan 1995:130).   

In 1981 and 1984, the Double site was investigated by John Penman from 

the State Historical Society of Wisconsin during the Great River Road Survey 

(Penman 1984), whose goal was to document and investigate sites along the 

eastern bank of the Mississippi River in Wisconsin.  This project resulted in a re-

mapping of the mounds, a surface collection, and limited excavations of two 

mounds, an area between mounds, and a portion of the remaining village area 

(Penman and Sullivan 1995:130-132).   

Excavation blocks were opened in the center of Mound A (Lewis’s Mound 

8) at the south end of the group and Mound K (Lewis’s Mound 32) at the north 

end (Penman and Sullivan 1995:130).  Within Mound A, two possible burial pits 

dug into the sub soil and oriented north to south were identified.  Neither human 

remains nor artifacts were recovered from either pit.  Three sherds were found in 

the mound fill, all shell-tempered.  Mound K contained the burned remains of a 

large mammal, possibly a deer, and wood charcoal.  No pits or human remains 

were found.  Six sherds were recovered from the mound fill, one shell-tempered 

and five grit-tempered.   

Two excavation blocks were opened in the village area (Penman and 

Sullivan 1995:132).  One block was placed near the edge of the gravel pit to the 
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east.  The second was placed in a wooded area to the west and south of the 

mounds in an area that was believed to be safe from gravel mining.  These 

excavations produced one structure in the west block, but no storage pits, and 

pottery that included Oneota-like high-rim jars.  Especially notable is a rim that 

has a mace motif on its interior.  Along with an incised mace design on a vessel 

from the Mero village, this is the second mace design applied to a vessel on the 

east side of the Locality. 

One area was tested within the mound group, but between mounds.  It 

was west of Mound D (Penman and Sullivan 1995:132).  The artifact density was 

10 times less here than in the village area, possibly indicating that mound areas 

were kept clean of occupation debris.  The sherds recovered were grit-tempered.  

Penman and Sullivan (1995:132) suggested that these sherds, coupled with 

sherds from the Mound K fill, could indicate an earlier, Woodland occupation of 

the terrace that was associated with the nearby Late Woodland Pechacek site 

(47PI78).   
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Summary 

 

 

This chapter has provided an overview of the major villages of the Red 

Wing Locality and descriptions of the professional excavations and surveys of 

these sites.  These investigations are the source of the collections available for 

study today.  The purpose of this overview is to give the reader a sense of the 

scale of the available data and of the geographic relationships of the sites in the 

area.  The rivers that move through the area define the locations of the large 

villages, which are located for the most part on prominent terraces that overlook 

the Mississippi River or one of its main tributaries.  The Bryan, Energy Park, and 

Silvernale villages are all located on the south bank of the Cannon River, and the 

Belle Creek village on its north bank.  The Silvernale village is situated near the 

confluence of the Cannon with the Mississippi near the former head of Lake 

Pepin.  The Adams, Mero, Mero 2, and Double villages are located along the 

east bank of the Mississippi River.  The Trimbelle River also once flowed along 

the north and east edge of the Mero village.  The Bartron village lies along the 

western edge of Prairie Island along a backwater slough that flows into the 

Mississippi River.  Smaller settlements with a material culture similar to these 

villages have been found along Spring Creek, which flows into the Cannon River.  
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Of these, the Burnside School site and the Mauer Farm site have been the 

subject of modern investigation.   

Investigations during the past century have gathered data from the various 

villages in order to identify their cultural affiliations, whether Mississippian, 

Oneota, or Woodland, and to place them in chronological sequence.  Since the 

earliest days of professional archaeological investigations in the Locality, the 

content of village assemblages has pointed to ties to far away areas and 

communities.  Twentieth century studies of the Red Wing Locality recognized 

early on that much of the pottery found at large Red Wing villages bear 

undeniable similarities to pottery wares made by Mississippian peoples who lived 

in the American Bottom region near present-day St. Louis, Missouri.  Questions 

of a “Cahokia Connection” have dominated inquiries and assumptions about Red 

Wing ever since (see Dobbs 1986, 1991; Dobbs and Holley 1995; Gibbon 1972, 

1979, 1991a, 1991b; Gibbon and Dobbs 1991; Holley 1990, n.d.; Rodell 1991, 

1997; Wilford 1945, 1955).   

Recent investigations have corroborated the notion that Red Wing was a 

place of inter-regional interaction.  Besides the Mississippian-inspired pottery, 

other exotic materials include marine shell, non-local lithic materials from as far 

away as Obsidian Cliffs in western Wyoming, Plains complex pottery, copper, 

galena, bison bone, and even the flat-topped pyramidal mound, to name a few.  

Clearly, the people of Red Wing did not exist in an isolated vacuum.  The notion 
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that the Locality was a center, or node, of inter-regional interaction for diverse 

populations continues to be supported (see Dobbs 1991; Gibbon 1974, 1979, 

1991; Pratt 1994; Schirmer 2002, 2004, 2006). 

Much research has focused on either a top-down analysis of Red Wing as 

it compares to other areas or on individual sites within the Locality. The primary 

question has been, “what was the relationship of the Red Wing Locality as a 

whole to other cultural entities in the Midwest, such as Mississippian or Plains 

complexes?”, or “what is the cultural make up of individual sites?”  However, if 

interpretations about inter-village variability are correct, research must consider 

relationships between villages.  The research proposed here takes an inside-out 

look at the Red Wing Locality.  It investigates the settlement system, resource 

procurement patterns, and material culture production evident at Red Wing 

villages.  The purpose is to reconstruct the community organization of the Red 

Wing Locality.   

As stated earlier, the most prominent feature of the Red Wing landscape 

is the Mississippi River, which divides the Locality in two.  The Mississippi River 

was in all likelihood a key organizing factor in the Locality.  Preliminary studies 

(Wendt 1986b, 2001b) and the intuitions of many archaeologists who have 

worked on Red Wing sites suggest that there are differences in the characters of 

each village and between those located east and west of the Mississippi River.  

The current study seeks to determine if the settlements on opposite sides of the 



 

 
73 

 

Mississippi were indeed different, what their ties were to their corresponding 

hinterlands, and the extent to which the river was a real social boundary.  It also 

develops an explanatory model of community structure for the Locality that is 

testable by future explorations.   

The collections that will be used to test the notion that there are 

differences between eastern and western villages will be derived primarily from 

the multi-component Mero and Bryan villages.  These villages were selected 

because their collections are the most extensive and accessible, and the villages 

are comparable in size.  They also appear to have been occupied for the duration 

of the occupation of the Locality.  The main collections used from these two sites 

are the 1991 and 1992 IMA excavation of the Mero village and the 1983 and 

1984 IMA excavation of the Bryan village, although the collections from Bryan 

excavated by Wilford, Johns, and Schirmer, and the collections from Mero 

excavated by Maxwell and Alex, will also be consulted.  Collections from the 

single component Adams and Burnside School sites will also be referenced when 

appropriate.   

The following chapter introduces theories of community and settlement 

structure, and of material culture, that will be used to provide a model of the Red 

Wing community system in the remainder of the dissertation.   
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CHAPTER THREE:  THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS OF 

COMMUNITY, SETTLEMENT, AND MATERIAL CULTURE 
 
 
 
 

This dissertation is a study of settlement pattern and process during the 

Late Precontact period in the Red Wing Locality of southeastern Minnesota.  Its 

theoretical basis is in social archaeology, in that it is an attempt to define and 

understand the nature of communities at Red Wing.  To that end, the research 

and interpretations summarized in the dissertation focus on material culture style, 

inter-community interaction, and community organization in an attempt to 

distinguish village assemblages and thereby define communities within the Red 

Wing settlement cluster.   

Studies at the community level have been an increasingly popular mode of 

archaeological inquiry in the past two decades (for example, Kolb and Snead 

1997; Rogers and Smith 1995; Canuto and Yeager 2000; Carr and Case 2006).  

Communities integrate political, social, and economic aspects of life that are 

broader than the household but in general more confined than regional scale 

settlement integration.  Community organization can have several benefits to 

society, including spreading out economic and subsistence risk and labor among 

households and settlements, providing group solidarity and security, and 
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potentially allowing for household and individual specialization within a given 

community.   

Communities can be envisioned in two general ways:  bounded and fluid.  

Murdock has provided the classic anthropological definition of community, which 

is the group of individuals who interact with one another face-to-face on a daily 

basis (Murdock 1949).  This is a definition of a bounded community.  It coincides 

with the basic unit of analysis in archaeology, the site.  According to this 

definition, a community is tied to land tenure and is encompassed by discrete 

boundaries defined by the day-to-day movement of its members.  For Red Wing, 

this would imply a series of isolated site-sized communities.  At its most basic, an 

individual village probably did function as a community per se, as it would allow 

for frequent, daily interactions.  Therefore, Murdock’s definition of a bounded 

community is a good starting point for this study.   

Kolb and Snead (1997), while maintaining the bounded community 

concept, offer a more refined and functional definition.  They identify three 

archaeologically visible functional elements common to all human communities:  

social reproduction, subsistence production, and the self-identification of its 

members.  To Kolb and Snead, community is a spatially defined locus of human 

activity that comprises identity, subsistence, and the passing on of community 

traditions to future generations (Kolb and Snead 1997:611).   
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The bounded community concept does have its limitations.  As is usually 

the case in archaeology, no site should be considered in isolation from other 

contemporary sites within the region.  This definition also fails to account for 

more complex and dynamic inter-relationships that can exist across a cultural 

landscape.  Examples of such inter-relationships are situations where a subset of 

a “community” (sensu Murdock) transcends the boundaries of day-to-day 

interaction, such as gender-, age-, or professional-based societies, where 

community boundaries are fluid, multi-dimensional, overlapping, and continually 

renegotiated (Ruby et al. 2006:125).   

In their study of Hopewellian community structures Ruby et al (2006) offer 

an alternative, fluid model of overlapping, nested communities that is more 

socially realistic than the traditional notion of a bounded community.  The model 

identifies three overlapping types of communities:  residential communities, 

sustaining communities, and symbolic communities.  These tiers of communities 

link the habitation, regular external interaction, and ideational spheres in that 

order.   

Residential communities are close to Murdock’s definition of a community 

in that they consist of that group of individuals who interact with one another 

face-to-face on a daily basis.  The activities of residential communities require a 

limited geographic space, one large enough to encompass the regular, daily 

movements and interactions of the people who are resident in the community.  
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The space contains the material culture and households of these individuals, and 

their natural surroundings (Ruby et al 2006:123).  The boundaries of a residential 

community usually coincide with the archaeologically detectable boundaries of a 

village, hamlet, or other habitation site.  In other words, the site exists because of 

the day to day activities of the residential community.  In larger, more complex 

settlements, a residential community may include only a part of a site, such as a 

neighborhood, ward, or other district.  The material culture that results from the 

activities of residential communities will be by and large dictated by the daily 

practice, or habitus (Bourdieau 1972, 1977), of those who created it, the passing 

on of techniques and information, and individual preferences of people living 

within the community.   

The second concept of community employed by Ruby and his colleagues 

is that of the sustainable community (Ruby et al. 2006:123).  The idea behind the 

sustainable community is that in small scale, lineage-based social groups the 

majority of the members of a residential community are related to one another.  

Individuals of marriageable age are surrounded by siblings and cousins rather 

than by potential mates.  Residential communities, then, are often unsuitable for 

biological reproduction within the bounds of that community.  Viable mating 

networks have been estimated to require about 500 persons (Wobst 1974) and 

small residential communities, such as a single village, often fall short of that 
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population size.  Therefore, strategic relationships need to be made outside of 

the residential community in order to sustain its population.   

The third type of community described by Ruby et al. is the symbolic 

community.  The concept of the symbolic community acknowledges that 

symbols, be they applied to ornamentation or clothing, on pottery vessels, as 

public architecture, or in actions, such as dances or manufacturing techniques 

(i.e., trade secrets), can be used to unite groups throughout a larger landscape 

for political, economic, social, and/or religious reasons (Ruby et al. 2006:123-

124).  Members of a symbolic community may be subsets of individuals from 

multiple residential communities that are linked together by common goals such 

as warfare, the construction of large public works, or rituals designed to maintain 

social order or the order of the cosmos.  An essential element of a symbolic 

community, though, is the self-identification of its members and the expression of 

that common purpose through shared symbolic expressions.  A symbolic 

community might be coterminous with a sustainable or residential community, but 

it is not defined by physical necessities, only by its unifying purpose and the 

distances their members travel.  As such, the geographic extent of symbolic 

communities can be rigidly circumscribed by physical or political boundaries or 

they can be essentially boundless.  Examples of symbolic communities are 

religious societies or other sodalities, gender or age-based groups, and families 
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or individuals that are linked together in a formal trading or reciprocal altruistic 

arrangement.   

Clearly there is considerable overlap and mutual reliance between these 

three community concepts.  For example, alliances and interactions within 

sustainable communities have implications for subsistence, the local economy, 

and symbolic communities, as well.  An example is the hxaro of the !Kung San 

(Lee 1979; Wiessner 1977, 1981, 1982).  Hxaro is a reciprocal altruistic network 

that provides security and solidifies relationships among mobile bands living in an 

unpredictable environment, the Kalahari Desert of southern Africa.  In this harsh 

environment, any social or environmental upheaval can have drastic implications 

for the survival of a social group.  In this system, individuals provide gifts to 

individuals in other bands who are within their hxaro network.  The gifts are social 

currency and are reciprocated when the beneficiary is able to in order to maintain 

the relationship.  In the event of a natural or social disaster, individuals within 

one’s hxaro network will provide assistance, usually by sharing their foraging 

territory.  Thus the impact of a disaster is spread out and the chances that the 

members of the community will survive are increased.  Furthermore, these 

relationships provide avenues for interaction.  In this case, then, the hxaro 

network is a social mechanism that can bring groups together.  It also provides 

biological viability, and economic and political security, as well as access to 
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ideas, information, and natural resources that would not otherwise be available to 

a bounded residential community.   

The concept of communities as fluid, overlapping, and under constant 

negotiation allows for a richer understanding of the social networks and 

interrelationships that may have existed between villages within the Red Wing 

Locality, and the relationships of these villages and the Locality as a whole to the 

broader region of the Upper Midwest.  Separating out the concepts of residential 

community, sustainable community, and symbolic community provides a useful 

way to break down the community system and frame data from the Red Wing 

Locality.   

 

 

Aggregation 

 

 

Another process that can inter-relate the concepts of symbolic, 

sustainable, and residential community, and that may have some bearing on our 

understanding of community in the Red Wing Locality, is that of aggregation.  

Simply stated, an aggregation point is a place where affiliated groups come 

together for social intercourse.  Aggregation centers (variously referred to as 

rendezvous centers, fandangos, corroborees, or a host of other local names) 
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provide a means for face-to-face interaction between regional groups that may 

sustain the social, political, and spiritual lives of the individuals involved.  

Gatherings at aggregation centers are complex events.  Marriages may be 

arranged, funerals performed, disputes settled, alliances forged, and religious 

ceremonies held (Meyer and Thistle 1995:406).  For the !Kung San, social and 

ritual factors that bring people together include trance-dance curing, long 

distance trading, marriage brokering, and men’s initiation rituals.   

Although economic activities can be one outcome of aggregation, these 

activities are not always the primary focus of a gathering at an aggregation 

center.  Conkey, quoting Damas (1969:52), notes that at autumn Eskimo 

aggregations, “economic activities were virtually at a standstill”; the attraction 

was, rather, the possibility of extending and solidifying social networks (Conkey 

1980:610).  Still, large aggregations for days or weeks at a time or longer 

certainly had economic advantages, as well as social benefits.   

Large groups of loosely affiliated people are inherently unstable and 

require some mechanism to ensure cooperation between groups and individuals.  

Aggregations, therefore, must have a conscious purpose and be held together by 

a mechanism such as a shared religious cosmology.  Thus, social and ritual 

events are often central activities at aggregation centers.  “Ritual that binds 

people together is a critical component of the aggregation and dispersion 

pattern.” (Conkey 1980:610)   
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Margaret Conkey developed a set of criteria for identifying and 

investigating archaeological aggregation centers based on her research of the 

Upper Paleolithic Altamira site in Spain (Conkey 1980).  Meyer and Thistle have 

subsequently restated and applied these criteria to precontact Northern 

Algonquian societies along the Saskatchewan River valley in Canada (Meyer and 

Thistle 1995).  Although aggregation centers vary in purpose, size, and the 

details of the activities that are carried out, they are generally characterized in the 

archaeological record by:   

- Size:  they are the largest sites in the region.   

- Location:  they are in resourceful locations with seasonally productive 

food sources.   

- The presence of many classes of artifacts.   

- They contain a variety of feature types.   

- The presence of standardized artifact style and decoration, particularly 

of art forms. 

- They contain numerous pieces of portable art relative to other sites in 

the region. 

- There is evidence that ritualistic ceremonies dominated the gatherings. 

 

While these criteria were developed for the purpose of recognizing annual or 

semi-annual aggregation points among hunter-gatherer societies, they provide a 



 

 
83 

 

useful framework for thinking about the sites of horticultural peoples, too, such as 

those found in the Red Wing Locality.  Were some of these sites aggregation 

centers?  Is it possible that the Locality experienced cycles of aggregation and 

dispersion?   

George Holley (2006) has suggested that several Late Woodland sites 

east of the American Bottom in southwest Illinois represent aggregation centers 

within the regional settlement system.  The proposed centers were comparatively 

large settlements situated on high points along the eastern margin of Silver 

Creek.  In addition to their large size, they are characterized by pits and 

structures that saturate the site, a lack of internal organization due to repeated 

short-term visitations, and the presence of large pit facilities and of a wide range 

of artifact and feature types, including large earth ovens, storage pits, structures, 

mortuary complexes, elevated numbers of tobacco seeds, clay and stone pipes 

and discoidals, raw and modified red ochre and hematite, stone gorgets, and clay 

figurines, in addition to typical lithic and ceramic artifacts (Holley 2006:306).  

Additionally, a small, approximately 0.5 km void of inhabitable land separated 

one aggregation center from another.   

Holley interprets these aggregation centers as the residence of a small 

group of families.  During the fall harvest, additional families gathered at the 

centers to help collect, prepare, and store resources, as well as participate in 

social rituals such as puberty rites and other ceremonies (Holley 2006:306).  A 
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great deal of social interaction is evident at these centers in the form of evidence 

for feasting (high-utility cuts of deer), gaming (discoidals), shamanic practices 

(pipes, tobacco, and figurines), and mortuary practices.   

The idea of the Red Wing Locality being a central point for regional 

interaction has been put forth by Gibbon (1979) and Schirmer (2002, 2006).  

Gibbon (1979:160) suggested that Red Wing was a “node” of interaction that 

connected Mississippian communities to the south with resources in Minnesota 

and villages of Middle Missouri Tradition people in the Dakotas.  Indeed, Lloyd 

Wilford indicated that the shortest good route from the Mississippi River to the 

Upper Minnesota River was via the Cannon River (Wilford 1955:140).  In this 

economic-based model, commodities passed through the Red Wing Locality by 

way of middlemen of the Cambria Tradition (Gibbon 1979:160-161).  It is 

noteworthy, perhaps as an aside, that the idea of “middlemen” traders has also 

been proposed by Henning (1992, 2007) for the Ioway people of early contact 

times.   

Schirmer (2006) points to feasting and ritual as a mechanism for 

interaction among people inhabiting the Red Wing Locality villages.  He presents 

several lines of evidence to support intense interaction at the Locality, such as a 

high density of pit facilities, which indicates the periodic production of large 

quantities of refuse, the presence of large quantities of local and non-local 

resources across all artifact classes, multiple mound construction events, and a 
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large number of discoidals, which may indicate the presence of competitive 

gaming.   

The notion of periodic aggregation at Red Wing Locality villages combined 

with the concept of fluid, nested communities injects the impression of motion 

and dynamic movement into our understanding of the archaeology of the region.  

The Red Wing Locality is composed of several villages that shared many aspects 

of settlement and material culture and that are believed to have been occupied at 

the same time.  Questions of the relationships between villages, particularly 

between villages on different sides of the Mississippi River, and the social 

function of the Locality within the upper Midwest might be enlightened by a new 

conceptual model.  Therefore, I will use these concepts of community and 

aggregation as theoretical tools to evaluate and interpret the relationships of 

villages within the Red Wing Locality settlement cluster and relationships of these 

villages to their hinterlands. 

The present study raises and addresses several questions about the 

social organization of the Red Wing Locality.  The Red Wing Locality is a 

relatively unusual Late Precontact settlement cluster in the upper Midwest in that 

it spans both sides of a major river.  Two principle waterways provide access to 

the area – the Mississippi, which was a major biological resource and north-south 

corridor for communication and interaction – and the Cannon, which served as a 

direct link to the prairies to the west.  At its most basic, this study asks the 
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seemingly simple question of whether there are differences – social, political, 

material, or chronological – in the parts of the Locality that lie on either side of the 

Mississippi River.  A related question is the nature of the relationship of 

contemporary villages to each other.   

As is often the case, some simple questions are often not addressed in 

the literature.  However, preliminary studies of the Red Wing Locality material 

culture by Wendt (1986b, 2001b) and observations of collections by Dobbs 

(personal communication 2006) and myself, indicate that there could be 

differences in the material culture, discard behavior, and village catchments on 

the east and west sides of the Mississippi.  These differences, if real, seem to 

reflect variation in subsistence pattern and the nature of external relationships.  If 

these observations have merit, then what was the relationship between these two 

settlement clusters?   

Given the short duration that the Locality was occupied – only about 200 

years – and the intensity of mound building and accumulation of mounds that are 

believed to be associated with each village, I hypothesize that the differences 

were the product of related, but distinct, groups who co-inhabited these two 

settlement clusters.  An alternative explanation is that the observed differences, 

again if real, were the result of a single community whose population uprooted 

and moved across the river and back again.   
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If my hypothesis is correct, then what social processes related the two 

settlement clusters, and can these processes account for the sudden 

appearance of the large villages in the Locality and the possibility that the 

Locality became an aggregation center in the Upper Mississippi River valley?  To 

further explore this line of thought, I now turn to a theory developed by Andrew 

Burghardt (1959) to account for economic and socio-political differences in 

historic river towns on opposite sides of a major river.  Does the settlement 

situation in the Red Wing Locality in which villages are located on both sides of 

the Mississippi River, some along the Cannon River in Minnesota, upstream from 

the Mississippi, and others along the main channel of the Mississippi in 

Wisconsin, conform to the dynamics of this theory?   

 

 

Burghardt’s Theroy of Rivertown Settlement 

 

 

Andrew Burghardt (1959) suggests that settlements along major rivers 

tend to be situated on the side nearest their supporting hinterlands, thus 

providing a testable interpretive framework that can be applied to Red Wing.  In 

his study of historic river towns in the Midwestern United States, he observed 

that often when there are towns located across a major river from each other one 
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town flourished while the other was less successful.  These differences were 

related to the prevailing economics of the day and the ease of access to 

resources deemed important by the shifting American economy.  This was based 

on their proximity to hinterland resources upland and away from the river, with 

each town tending to take advantage on the resources of their side of the river.   

One example Burghardt uses to illustrate his theory is the case of 

Minneapolis and St. Paul.  One of the principle resources that came through St. 

Paul was lumber from the north woods of upper Minnesota and Wisconsin.  This 

resource and the availability of water power flowing down the many river ways 

and creeks largely accounted for the city’s early successes.  St. Paul, which is 

located on the eastern bank of the Mississippi River at a point where the river 

runs east to west, was well positioned to take advantage of the lumber resources 

of the north and east.  On the other hand, Minneapolis, which is located slightly 

upstream and on the west side of the Mississippi, was oriented toward the 

resources of the eastern prairies of Minnesota and the plains of the Dakotas.  

When the wheatlands of western Minnesota and the Great Plains were 

developed and the lumber industry declined, wheat flowing through Minneapolis 

back to the cities of the east coast made up the primary product of the Twin 

Cities.  As this occurred, more communities were established in the western 

hinterlands of the Twin Cities.  Minneapolis blossomed and became the principle 

whole-sale and retail center of the region.  As farmers and their wives travelled to 



 

 
89 

 

the Twin Cities for retail and sightseeing, they could have continued across the 

river to St. Paul, but they generally had no reason to go beyond Minneapolis.   

The point to be taken from Burghardt’s study is that river towns that are 

situated across from each other have different resource catchment areas, and, 

as anyone living in Minneapolis or St. Paul will tell you, they are discrete, yet 

related communities with individual identities.  Does Burghardt’s theory apply to 

the precontact Red Wing Locality, which spans the Mississippi Valley?  What 

insights does it give us into the nature of the two settlement clusters in the 

Locality?   

According to Burghardt’s model, those villages along the south bank of the 

Cannon in Minnesota – Silvernale, Energy Park, and Bryan – should be oriented 

toward the resources, contacts, and opportunities of the prairies and plains to the 

west, while those in Wisconsin along the main channel of the Mississippi River – 

Mero, Mero 2, Double, and Adams – should be oriented to the eastern 

Woodlands and the resources of western Wisconsin.  If each village cluster did 

maintain separate resource catchments and directions of external social contact, 

these differences should be apparent in the non-local material culture, faunal 

remains, and stone material content of each cluster.   

Furthermore, if it is true that the Mississippi River acted as a social and 

physical boundary, then it is plausible that the populations of these clusters 

maintained an eastern and western Red Wing identity.  These differences may 
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have been intentional or unconscious and the unintended result of the practice of 

everyday activities.  Either way, differences should be apparent in the material 

culture produced at the Red Wing villages.   

 

 

 

Material Culture 

 

 

If these notions have merit, a necessary first step in the analytical portion 

of this study is to demonstrate that there are actually differences in the material 

culture and resources of the two settlement clusters.  To accomplish that, one 

must determine what material culture traits would be useful markers of individual 

village identity.  Furthermore, the markers must be robust enough to override the 

normal variation that one would expect to find in village assemblages.   

For the most part, previous studies of the Red Wing Locality have 

emphasized its role as a major player in Late Precontact social developments in 

the Upper Midwest.  The majority of these studies have considered the Locality in 

terms of large-scale settlement systems and pan-regional interaction at the 

expense of a consideration of cultural diversity and interactions within the 

Locality itself.  A spotlight on the workings and relationships of smaller-scale 
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social groups within the Locality (i.e., individual villages) is an adjustment in 

magnification that brings into focus the forces/processes that shaped the 

structure of families, and influenced the community and its external relationships.  

Material that structures everyday domestic life (such as the house and its 

associated domestic facilities and their contents) plays an important role in 

defining who people are socially (Hegmon 1998:277).  The activities of these 

smaller co-resident corporate groups form the building blocks of society.   

 

Thinking about material culture:  Style, enculturation, and ethnicity 

 

As archaeologists, we are confronted with the challenge of converting 

assemblages of objects into meaningful interpretations of human behavior and 

social processes.  We draw meanings out of artifacts in order to reconstruct the 

ways of life of the people whom we study, which, in turn, helps us understand 

and explain processes of change in human societies.  By approaching the 

problem of cultural variation and social change through objects, we must 

understand that the objects themselves have a life history, a history that is 

endowed with change that is largely determined by the life histories of their 

creators.   

Objects communicate meanings and relationships, but these can change 

over time and according to any number of unpredictable circumstances.  An 
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artifact created in prehistory was created by the craftsman for an intended 

purpose and to convey an intended message.  If that object is traded or given to 

another person, it takes on a new life, a new meaning within the context of the 

new owner.  The same object recovered by an archaeologist takes on a new 

meaning, divorced from its original intended function.  When it sits upon a shelf in 

a museum or is interpreted in an exhibit, it has a new life.  And so it goes.  

Similarly, an object can have multiple layers of meaning at the same time.  An 

object’s material can represent value and status, as well as function and 

efficiency.  Decorations can communicate identity to a foreigner, while 

communicating ideas of cosmology to the initiated.  Henry Glassie states that 

objects represent values: 

 

“Coming into being, the artifact inevitably creates relations – 

relations between nature and culture, between the individual and 

society, between utility and beauty – and governed by desire, the 

artifact’s construction answers questions of value. … Artifacts 

rearrange nature to embody values.” [Glassie 1999:143] 

 

So, as archaeologists attempting to learn from objects, we must ask ourselves 

many questions.  What values (economic, social, and so on) might this object 

have had to the maker, the user, and the community?  More practically, what 

meanings can we draw from this object, and what aspects of this object are 

helpful in understanding relationships over time and across space?  While many 
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questions course through the mind of the investigator, it has to be acknowledged 

that the nature of archaeological data limits which questions are answerable and 

the extent to which they can be addressed.   

Objects – material culture – are texts.  Not texts in the exact sense that 

books are texts.  All objects, like textiles, are texts in the sense that they combine 

and weave together multiple elements to tell a story.  Many related objects, 

considered together, can form an epic.  It is our challenge to determine which 

stories can be read from the archaeological record and how to interpret them.  

James Sackett (1985) argued that there are many ways to produce an 

artifact of a particular function.  Multiple ways to produce artifacts with the same 

function reflects isocrestic variation.  Implements for hunting, food processing, 

and gardening all have the potential to display isocrestic variation that is 

culturally determined.  Likewise, storage containers, such as pots, refuse and 

storage pits, and shelters can display such variation.  By that logic, the use of 

space within a settlement and the placement of villages on the landscape can 

also display isocrestic variation.  Decisions have to be made by individuals as to 

what the final form of an artifact, in the broadest sense, will be.  Variation in 

artifact style, then, is the product of either learned behavior or individual 

invention.  If stylistic behavior can be connected to a broader pattern beyond the 

immediate study area or timeframe, then it can be assumed that individual 
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invention is not a factor and that the variation is the result of learned behavior 

over time.   

Studies of artifact style and communication pioneered by Wobst (1977) 

indicate that artifact style is often a means of communication, and that there can 

be a relationship between artifact visibility (or attribute visibility) and the group or 

individual identity being communicated.  Highly visible aspects of material culture 

have a great potential to communicate ideas and group membership (Wobst 

1977; Weissner 1983).  Since outwardly visible aspects of material culture can be 

recognized from both physical and social distances, they are more likely to be 

replicated or imitated without a wholesale transmission of cultural information that 

underlie the manufacture of the original, inspiring object.  In contrast are less 

physically and contextually visible, unconscious aspects of material culture, 

which are the result of enculturation.  Aspects of material culture that are less 

visible are not as subject to self reflection and are more a factor of unconscious, 

learned behavior (Carr 1995b).  These are the very conservative attributes that 

tend not to change quickly or frequently.  These aspects are less likely to be 

subject to rapid and situational change.  Low visibility attributes, by definition, are 

not outwardly apparent.  Therefore, they are also less likely to be imitated and 

require a level of social intimacy to be learned and properly replicated.   

How, then, is one to decide which aspects of artifact variation are to be 

considered meaningful in distinguishing the artifact content of one village from 
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another?  A useful behavioral dichotomy that is expressed through material 

culture in an interactive environment is ethnicity versus enculturation.  Jeffery 

Clark (2001) contrasted the two behaviors in a study of Puebloan migration in the 

southwestern United States.  While it is uncertain whether migration, that is, long-

term residential relocation by one or more discrete social units (Clark 2001:2), is 

evident in the Red Wing assemblage per se, distinguishing between ethnic and 

enculturated traits in material culture can be helpful in distinguishing between 

groups, even if relocation is not more or less permanent.  If it is accepted that 

separate residential communities co-existed at Red Wing, it is useful to consider 

how culture and village identity were expressed through material culture in such 

an environment.   

Patterning in artifact style can be both a conscious and unconscious 

expression of group identity (Clark 2001; Lyons 2003).  Differences in conscious 

versus unconscious expressions in material culture can be a reflection of 

differences in group ethnicity versus group enculturation (Carr 1995a, 1995b; 

Clark 2001; Lyons 2003).  That is, expressions of group affiliation for specific and 

situational benefit versus the assimilation of the practices, values, and behavioral 

patterns of a surrounding culture.   

The phenomenon of enculturation can be further understood within the 

framework of the habitus championed by Pierre Bourdieu (1972, 1977).  Habitus, 

in the sociological sense, is a set of acquired patterns of thought, behavior, and 
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taste that link the structure of our society to the way in which we practice that 

society.  In other words, our personal history and the way we do things are 

culturally derived.  Bourdieu was heavily influenced by the French School of 

Sociology, especially the writings of Marcel Mauss, who wrote about how body 

techniques and daily practice influence the manner in which we make things and 

go about our daily lives.  To Mauss (1936), bodily techniques, and tastes and 

preferences of styles, are developed through the process of learning, which is 

acquired over the course of one’s life, as people are influenced by their cultural 

surroundings.  Moreover, the daily practice of body techniques operates beneath 

conscious knowledge or awareness.   

Bourdieu expanded the notion of habitus to include beliefs and 

dispositions, thus combining the sociological definition with the medical definition, 

which is a predisposition to certain diseases or conditions.  To Bourdieu, habitus 

is a system of durable, yet transferrable, “dispositions” that are acquired and 

altered according to one’s experiences.  An individual’s habitus can be 

developed by both cultural (learning, upbringing) and environmental factors.  The 

habitus is constantly altered through attempts to learn or re-learn and through 

new experiences, be they conscious or unconscious.  Practice influences one’s 

disposition and personal history. By extension, cultural background is incarnate 

in the habitus.  To a certain extent, habitus is also determined by wealth and 

power.  In a stratified society, classes have developed different tastes because of 
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different sets of opportunities for experience.  To use a modern example, 

someone can not develop a complex appreciation for fine wine if he or she does 

not have the opportunity to experience fine wine with some frequency.  Another 

example might be that we cannot expect someone who lived his whole life in a 

tropical climate to know how to create a pair of snow shoes, much less create 

them in the particular manner or style of an Inuit craftsman.  Likewise, someone 

can not reproduce the socially appropriate customs of an unfamiliar culture 

without first having some degree of initiation.  

In contrast with the underlying, unconscious attributes of enculturation, 

habitus, and practice are purposeful, conscious decisions that result in highly 

visible stylistic patterning.  These qualities are the result of communicating 

ethnicity – the outward expression of group identity, which is subject to rapid 

change in particular situations (Clark 2001).  Ethnicity is the purposeful, visible 

expression of cultural symbols, where the symbols are meant to create a clear 

distinction between social groups (Pandian 1985).  Expressions of ethnicity are 

often a conglomeration of political or religious symbols that are consciously 

employed in boundary-maintenance to distinguish the cultural heritage of one 

group from another in close geographical or social proximity (Pandian 1985:43).  

Highly visible aspects of material culture have a high potential to communicate 

ideas and group membership (Wobst 1977; Weissner 1983).  They are, 

therefore, the vehicles of expressions of ethnic identity.  Examples are design 
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elements in pottery vessel decoration, clothing, and monumental architecture.  

Decoration must be seen in order to communicate information, and, when seen, 

is an effective transmitter of social information among groups at an intermediate 

social distance from each other.  Groups that are socially close – that is, that 

interact on a day to day basis – need to communicate in more subtle and flexible 

ways; groups that are socially distant may not interact often enough to 

understand the messages communicated through decoration (Wobst 1977:323; 

Braun and Plog 1982:510).   

Visible characteristics of style can be emblemic or assertive (Weissner 

1983:257-258).  Emblemic style reflects intentional, strategic expressions of 

group affiliation.  Assertive style reflects expressions of individual identity.  In 

either case, since highly visible aspects of material culture can be recognized 

from both physical and social distances, they are more likely to be replicated or 

imitated without a wholesale transfer of cultural information.   

In contrast are less physically and contextually visible, unconscious 

aspects of material culture, which are the result of enculturation.  Aspects of 

material culture that are low in visibility are less subject to self reflection.  They 

are more a factor of unconscious, learned behavior.  These aspects are also less 

likely to be subject to rapid and situational change.  An artifact’s low visibility 

attributes are not outwardly apparent except in socially intimate situations (i.e., 

actually witnessing or participating in the production of the artifact), so are less 
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likely to actively communicate social information and are less likely to be imitated 

by individuals at an intermediate or remote social distance (Wobst 1977:323; 

Carr 1995b; Braun and Plog 1982:510).   

Clark (2001) surveyed ethnographic and ethnoarchaeological case studies 

from Africa, North and South America, Asia, and Europe that focused on 

identifying cultural groups by material culture.  He found that there is an inverse 

relationship between the visibility of an attribute and its reliability as a broad 

cultural marker.   

A challenge exists for the archaeologist to distinguish enculturated 

attributes within the archaeological record.  Examples of enculturated attributes 

that are potential indicators of enculturative background might be compositional 

or technological preferences, methods of artifact manufacture, 

construction/production sequences – chaine d’operatoire (see Lemmonier 1992) 

–, or differing uses of design grammars and principles of symmetry (see 

Washburn 1977).  Other examples of enculturated traits are patterns in the use of 

domestic, as opposed to communal, space (see Lightfoot et al 1998), residential 

floor space (see Hollinger 1995), or preferential use of wood species and other 

plants (see Schirmer 2002).   

Recognition and evaluation of enculturated and ethnic traits are therefore 

useful in determining the socio-cultural makeup of a community.  Where 

enculturated activities, such as material culture production and differential 
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resource use, can identify intimacy or separation between adjacent communities, 

ethnic markers, such as pottery form and design and monument building, can 

indicate solidarity or animosity. 

 

 

Summary 

 

 

This chapter presented an overview of relevant bodies of theory that will 

frame data and interpretations presented in chapters five and six.  First, the 

concept of community was presented and defined.  The idea of three tiers of 

fluid, overlapping communities offered by Ruby et al. (2006) for Hopewellian 

communities will be used as a model for conceptualizing the Upper Mississippian 

Red Wing context.   

Second, the possibility that the Red Wing Locality represented an 

aggregation center was stated, and attributes of aggregation centers in both 

hunter-gatherer (Conkey 1980, 1984; Meyer and Thistle 1995) and horticultural 

(Holley 2006) societies were reviewed.  These criteria will be used to evaluate 

Red Wing’s status as an aggregation center in the Upper Mississippi River valley.  

Furthermore, cycles of aggregation and dispersion were introduced as a process 

that can unite various levels of fluid communities.   
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Burghardt’s (1959) model for historic river-town settlement patterns was 

presented as a testable model to evaluate the relatedness of villages on both 

sides of the Mississippi River and to evaluate the degree to which the river was a 

physical and/or conceptual boundary.  Distinctions made between sites on both 

sides of the Mississippi River will enrich our understanding of the relationships 

between these two parts of the Locality.   

Finally, theories about communication, visibility, and practice (habitus) in 

material culture production and use were outlined.  These ideas will be employed 

to select attributes useful for differentiating between Red Wing villages, as well 

as to contextualize interpretations.   

According to Burghardt’s model and theories of habitus and enculturation 

in material culture production, there should be distinguishable differences in 

artifactual content among villages on each side of the Mississippi River.  These 

differences may reflect on the one hand differential access to respective 

hinterland constituencies, resources, and membership in broad community 

networks.  On the other hand, differences in material culture may reflect a certain 

isolation of villages as individual residential communities where the execution of 

artifact production is a byproduct of the learning process, ongoing practice, and 

the individual’s habitus.  These latter attributes will tend to be of lower visibility, 

because they are less likely to have been intended to outwardly communicate an 

idea or identity.  Attributes with high visibility (i.e., pottery form and decoration, 
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monuments) communicate ethnic information about those who made and used 

an artifact.   

The present study, then, will first evaluate the notion that the Mississippi 

River divides the Red Wing Locality into at least two related groups.  It will do this 

by examining artifactual data that include lithic raw material use, pottery 

production, mound construction, and the presence of exotic ceramics and 

portable art objects from two comparable villages:  Mero in Wisconsin and Bryan 

in Minnesota.  This will be followed by an assessment of the hypothesis that the 

Red Wing Locality was an aggregation center.  Finally, the data will be unified 

within the framework of a three-tiered community system that includes 

residential, symbolic, and sustainable communities.   
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CHAPTER FOUR:  STRATIFIED HOUSE BASINS AT THE MERO 

VILLAGE: IMPLICATIONS FOR RED WING CHRONOLOGY 

 

 

A study of community relationships within a settlement cluster requires an 

understanding of the chronological framework within which the social activities of 

the communities took place.  In order to correlate community developments 

within the Red Wing Locality, and ultimately to link these to other regions in the 

midcontinent of North America, it is necessary to have some control over time.  

This chapter presents an overview of the chronological debate that has been 

ongoing in studies of the Red Wing Locality for the past 60 years.  It then 

presents data from two stratified contexts at the Mero Village that directly 

addresses this debate.  These contexts will be of considerable help in 

understanding ceramic change over time at the Locality.   

At the crux of the chronological debate has been the relationship of Middle 

Mississippian to Upper Mississippian complexes at the Red Wing Locality.  The 

primary question surrounds the origins of Oneota in the region.  Arguments 

largely fall into two schools of thought.  One school advocates an evolutionary 
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model, which states that Oneota evolved in situ at Red Wing out of the preceding 

resident Woodland culture as a result of interaction with Mississippian groups at 

Red Wing.  The other school supports an interaction model.  According to that 

model, Oneota was already intact at Red Wing at the time of the expansion of 

Mississippian ideas and material culture into the northern hinterlands.   

The evolutionary model was first put forth by Lloyd Wilford (1955) and was 

based on his work at the Bryan site in the early 1950s.  He used readily 

perceived differences in pottery form, decoration, and composition to discriminate 

“Silvernale pottery” from other pottery in the assemblage and to correlate it with 

pottery from other regions.  Wilford regarded the rolled rims in the Bryan site and 

Silvernale site assemblages as similar to Middle Mississippian Ramey Incised 

pottery.  These rims (Silvernale Rolled-Rim) became one of the hallmarks of his 

proposed Silvernale focus.  He also distinguished vessels with short, non-rolled 

rims (Bryan Short-rim) and thickened rims (Silvernale Thick-Rim) from high 

Oneota rims (Cannon Incised).  His general observation that rolled rims tended to 

be found in lower excavation levels than Cannon Incised rims led him to 

hypothesize a developmental trajectory.  The trajectory begins with a Silvernale 

unit, represented by Silvernale Rolled- and Silvernale Thick-Rim types, and ends 

with a distinct Oneota unit, with Bryan Short Rim vessels representing a 

transitional unit.  This model was echoed by Griffin (1960).   The catalyst of this 
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transformation from Silvernale to Oneota was considered to be the direct 

intrusion of Mississippian people into the area (Wilford 1984). 

Robert Hall (1962) came to a similar conclusion based on his observations 

of the Wisconsin Archaeological Survey collection from the Mero/Diamond Bluff 

site.  He identified three main types assigned to the Silvernale Phase (focus):  

Powell-Ramey, Diamond Bluff Trailed, and Perrot Punctate.  These are 

essentially cognates to Wilford’s Silvernale Rolled/Thick-Rim, Bryan Short-Rim, 

and Cannon Incised, respectively.  He noted that while rolled-rim wares had been 

found in mound fill, Diamond Bluff Trailed and Perrot Punctate vessels have not.  

Therefore, like Wilford, Hall saw rolled rim vessels as early and associated with 

the construction of mounds, and Diamond Bluff Trailed as a transitional type 

between the Powell-Ramey and later Perrot Punctate styles (Hall 1962:124). 

Most recently, George Holley (n.d.) has examined ceramic assemblages 

from the Bryan, Energy Park, and Adams villages for a forthcoming publication.  

The primary objective of Holley’s study was to search for a link that ties together, 

evolutionarily, the Middle Mississippian-inspired rolled-rim wares to Oneota 

(Holley n.d.:2).  His argument, following the models of Wilford, Hall, and others, 

was that the transformation from an early rolled-rim horizon into an Oneota 

horizon was the result of in situ elaboration over time.  His study has contributed 

to a cleaner definition and understanding of the transitional type (Bryan Short-rim 

or Diamond Bluff Incised) (Holley n.d.:6).   
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Much emphasis has been placed on the height of vessel rims in attempts 

to understand the sequence, and Holley’s study follows this trend.  The problem, 

however, with simply using rim “shortness” to define ceramic types is simply that 

what appears to be a short rim could actually be a high rim on a small vessel.  

Likewise, an apparently very high rim could in actuality be a short or 

intermediately high rim on a very large vessel.  The logical assumption here is 

that a potter will create an overall vessel form according to culturally prescribed 

rules of proportion, rather than rigidly adhere to specific dimensions for vessel 

attributes.  Therefore, while previous attempts at classifying rolled rims, short 

rims, and high rims have been qualitative, Holley used a ratio of orifice diameter 

to neck length (OD/NL) to quantify differences in overall neck morphology and to 

control for overall vessel size.  His ratio provides a handy index for examining 

differences in vessel form.  Neck length is measured with a caliper from the lip 

superior along the rim interior to where it breaks inward at the shoulder.   

Holley used the OD/NL ratio along with qualitative attributes, such as the 

presence of rim tabs, surface finish, vessel shape, and aspects of overall design, 

in a modal analysis (Holley n.d.:9) that focused on ceramic vogues that cross-cut 

types.  He then devised a three-phase evolutionary sequence based on these 

attributes, using their associations in particular features to determine the 

chronological ordering of the phases.  It was assumed that early phase rims 

found together with late phase rims in the same features were either hold-overs 
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that were falling out of vogue or the result of mixing of old village debris in feature 

fill.   

The Silvernale Phase is characterized by shell and grit tempered jars with 

rolled rims and decorations that are mainly variations of the hatchured scroll 

motif.  Holley (n.d.:11-20) has divided the phase into early and late sub-phases.  

Silvernale I Phase contains seed jars, jars with hyperangular shoulders and more 

faceted and grit tempered rims, while Silvernale II contains a greater variety and 

visibility of rim treatments that anticipates the following Link Phase.  The Link 

Phase represents the transitional “link” between Silvernale and Oneota.  Vessels 

of this phase are necked jars with rims that are angled, moderately high, and 

have tabs, and a range of shoulder decoration that expands the limited palate of 

the preceding Silvernale Phase.  At Cahokia, Link Phase characteristics are 

present within the Late Stirling to Moorehead time frame, which led Holley to 

conclude that they were post-Silvernale in the Red Wing Locality, too (Holley 

n.d.:17).  The final, Bartron Phase ceramic assemblage is characterized by high 

rim jars, interior rim incising, and angular designs with punctate borders, 

attributes typical of vessels of the Oneota tradition (Holley n.d.:20-26).   

According to this scheme there was a trajectory toward taller and taller 

rims in relation to overall vessel size:  that is, rolled-rim forms evolved into short-

rim forms, and short-rim forms, in turn, fell out of fashion as high rim forms 

became en vogue.  He attributed the presence of rolled rims in most contexts at 
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the Bryan site to village mixing, referring to a blanket of rolled rims across the site 

that permeated most deposits.  In this interpretation, changes in decoration 

represent an evolution in bird symbolism and representation, which began with 

the hatchured scroll motif of the Silvernale Phase, which represented wings.  

That motif evolved into the hatchured chevrons of the later Bartron Phase.  The 

elaborate diamond and chevron-shaped “tail” designs (Benn 1989; Hall 1997) 

seen on Oneota vessels in the Upper Mississippi River valley had their origin in 

the Link Phase, as exemplified by the tail of the bird represented on the Link 

vessel (Link 1975) (for which the phase was named) from the Bryan site.   

In contrast to the evolutionary model, in which Oneota arises at Red Wing 

from earlier Mississippian cultures, are models in which Oneota was already 

present at Red Wing and participating in the Red Wing community by the time 

Mississippian influences, if not people, expanded into the area.  Radiocarbon 

dates and instances of Oneota vessles in feature contexts along with rolled rims 

have provided support for this model.   

Gibbon (1979:156) and Dobbs (Dobbs 1982; Gibbon and Dobbs 1991) 

have proposed an Oneota unit at the Bartron site that preceded the Silvernale 

phase in the Locality based on early radiocarbon dates from that site.  Rodell 

(1997), following Wilford’s three-type system, seriated ten features from the 

University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee collection from the Mero site.  Rather than 

finding a clear developmental sequence of types, he found considerable overlap 
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of rolled-rim and short-rim forms.  His conclusion was that the types were 

contemporary.  Rodell’s analysis is helpful in understanding the relationship 

between rolled and short rim wares, but does not contribute to the resolution of 

where Oneota enters the sequence, since only one Cannon Incised rim is 

represented in the analysis (Rodell 1997:328).   

There does appear to be significant variation in artifact assemblage at the 

various villages.  The ceramic assemblages from the Bryan, Silvernale, Mero,  

and Mero 2 sites, and, to a lesser degree, the Energy Park site, are dominated 

by Middle Mississppian-inspired styles (Dobbs 1986, 1991b; Dobbs and Breakey 

1993; Dobbs and Holley 1995; Gibbon 1979; Gibbon and Dobbs 1991; Holley 

1990, n.d.; Rodell 1997; Schirmer 2002; Wilford 1950).  The Adams, Armstrong, 

Bartron, Burnside School, and Double sites have an Oneota ceramic assemblage 

with only a limited number of vessels, if any, that appear Mississippian-related 

(Dobbs 1990; Gibbon 1979; Gibbon and Dobbs 1991; Hurley 1978; Penman and 

Sullivan 1995).  It is noteworthy that the Mero, Bryan, and Silvernale sites also 

have significant amounts of Oneota ceramics within their respective 

assemblages (Dobbs 1990; Gibbon 1979; Gibbon and Dobbs 1991; Rodell 1997; 

Schirmer 2002).  The bone tool assemblage from all of the Red Wing villages, on 

the other hand, is generally consistent with Oneota assemblages (Gibbon 1979; 

Gibbon and Dobbs 1991). 
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The intensity of occupation of the Red Wing Locality villages did result in 

re-occupation and overlapping features at some sites.  Evidence for multiple 

occupation horizons can be found in the form of super-positioning of features, 

and re-use of house basins, at the Mero village (Rodell 1997:202).  These 

situations, however, are not commonplace, as most excavations uncovered 

distinct, spatially isolated features not intruded upon by other village activities.  

Thus, the village deposits probably resulted from continuous, short-lived 

occupation or from occupations not separated by significant amounts of time 

(Dobbs 1986; Schirmer 2002, 2004; Stortroen 1957; Wilford 1955). 

Radiocarbon assays can serve to bolster ceramic sequences and identify 

occupation horizons, and many assays have been produced from Red Wing 

village samples.  The utility of these radiocarbon assays are hampered, however, 

because of the wide standards of error of all but the most recently obtained 

dates, and the fact that several villages remain undated.  Nevertheless, the 

distribution of dates from the Locality does show an overall consistency that 

suggests a general contemporaneity among the dated villages (See Rodell 

1997:441, figure 7.2; Schirmer 2002:56, table 3).  High precision dates obtained 

by Dobbs (1992) from Bryan site features that contain large rim sherds with rolled 

rims have a calibrated range of A.D. 1190-1223.  Still, high precision dates, 

especially from contexts that contain diagnostic Oneota ceramics, are badly 

needed.   
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The problem of resolving the chronological relationship between Middle 

Mississippian and Oneota, and by extension the nature of the relationships 

between them, is largely due to a lack of carefully excavated stratified contexts 

and the inevitable mixing of deposits that occurs within large villages.  This 

limitation has been remarked on by Wilford (1957, 1984), Stortroen (1957), and 

Gibbon (1979), who have commented that because of these problems, any 

ceramic sequence constructed from collections from non-stratified contexts has 

to be tentative.  The following section will present ceramic data from two semi-

subterranean house basins from the Mero village that contain stratified deposits.  

These sequences provide a means to evaluate the two main models outlined 

above.  These data will not only enhance our understanding of the sequence of 

cultural developments in the Red Wing Locality, but will guide my interpretation of 

the Red Wing community.   

 

 

Mero Village Semi-Subterranean Houses 

 

 

A variety of house types have been identified at Red Wing Locality 

villages, including semi-subterranean and above-ground post structures that can 
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be round or square in shape.  Semi-subterranean structures have been 

excavated at the Mero, Bryan, Bartron, and Armstrong villages.  The two houses 

that have been excavated at the Mero site to date are semi-subterranean, and 

both contain depositional evidence for re-use and gradual, natural infilling.  

Therefore, the superpositioning of artifactual data from these features, especially 

ceramics, will be informative in examining changes and contemporaneity in 

material culture over time.  The stratigraphic relationships of rolled rim wares to 

high rim wares will be particularly enlightening with regards to the chronological 

debate.   

 

Institute for Minnesota Archaeology House Excavation 

 

The 1991 and 1992 excavation of a semi-subterranean house basin by the 

Institute for Minnesota Archaeology presents a new opportunity to evaluate the 

sequence of stylistic change in ceramics at the Red Wing Locality.  Under the 

direction of Clark Dobbs, the northeast quarter and two 1-meter wide trenches 

that cross-cut the structure were excavated (Figure 4.1).  The assemblage from 

this excavation was processed and analyzed at the Science Museum of 

Minnesota as part of the present research.  The house basin, which was called 

feature 9 in the field, was excavated down about one meter beneath the original 
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ground surface by its original builders.  Since the plowed surface of the site was 

disturbed to about 30 cm, it is possible that the feature was somewhat truncated 

and may have originally been a deeper basin.  Two occupational episodes have 

been identified within feature 9.  Figure 4.2 is a composite schematic drawing of 

the profile of the east to west trench through the center of the house.  The first 

occupation episode resulted in a straight-sided pit roughly 6.5 m by 7 m that was 

excavated down to the full depth of the feature.  A second structure, the second 

episode, was built on top of the first.  It had a sloping basin-shaped profile and 

dimensions of about 7.5 m by 8 m.   
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Figure 4.1.  Plan of 1991 and 1992 excavations at the Mero village.  
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Figure 4.2.  Feature 9 profile – North wall (top), East wall (bottom).   

 

Two lines of evidence indicate that the filling in of the house basin was a 

gradual accumulation of deposits over time.  It is apparent from Figure 4.2 above 

and from Figure 4.3 that the majority of the infilling was not the result of basket 
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loads or other periodic dumping of village refuse into the house basin to fill it up 

and level the area.  Rather, the basin appears to have been filled by five to 20 cm 

layers of relatively uniform sediments are arranged in a layer-cake fashion.  The 

strata also slope inward toward the center of the basin, further indicating a 

natural flow of material from the edges of the pit.   

 

 

Figure 4.3.  Photograph of F9 stratigraphy.   

 

The majority of the rims in the feature 9 ceramic assemblage are very 

small and fragmentary.  The same is true of faunal remains.  This suggests that 

there was considerable trampling of village materials prior to burial.  Again, this 
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would indicate that the majority of materials – at least ceramics and bone – within 

the basin were deposited as a result of circumstantial infilling rather than 

intentional dumping of rubbish.  Small artifacts within refuse deposits are 

sometimes the result of secondary deposits from hearth cleaning, where large 

fragments of bone and ceramic are removed during cooking or hearth 

preparation in order to keep the cooking area clear.  Thus, only small fragments 

remain when ash and other debris are periodically cleaned out of the hearth and 

dumped (Vehik 2007:202-203).  However, the lack of ash lenses in feature 9 

contradicts this possibility.  Therefore, both lines of evidence indicate that the 

basin remained open for a long period of time prior to rebuilding and again after 

the house was abandoned a second time.  The vertical sequence of ceramics 

should, then, present an opportunity to track a relatively long period of stylistic 

change by revealing what kinds of ceramic vessels were discarded and available 

to accumulate at any given point in the stratigraphy of the house basin.   

The vertical distribution of fire-cracked rock (FCR) (Figure 4.4) and large 

unmodified rocks (Figure 4.5) was examined to determine if there was any 

differentiation in the accumulation of this material as the basin was filled.  The 

results clearly show a peak in weight and count at level ten (45 – 50 cm below 

the surface), which correlates with the base of the second house basin (House 2) 

that was dug into the original house.  This more recent basin can be seen in the 

Figure 4.2 profile.  A similar situation in which a second house was built in the 
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basin of an earlier house occurs as well at the Mero village (see Rodell 1997 and 

below).  The high relative quantities of FCR and unmodified rock at level 10 in 

feature 9 both illustrate a boundary in the stratigraphy and indicate that quantities 

of rock was discarded into the basin after the abandonment of the second 

occupation and prior to natural infilling.   

There are several problems inherent in the data that need to be 

mentioned.  First, the house basin was excavated in five centimeter arbitrary 

levels rather than by using the natural depositional layers.  This becomes a 

problem when an assigned level spans the boundary between two natural levels.  

In this case, it isn’t known specifically in which deposit the artifacts were found.  

There are some cases, however, where natural zones were noted.  Second, the 

house basin was excavated in one by one meter units and the horizontal position 

of diagnostic artifacts within excavation units was not recorded.  The stratified 

deposits slope downward from the walls of the basin toward the center of the 

house.  Therefore, it is possible that artifacts from a particular level found in the 

outer side of a unit could be from earlier deposits than those found in the inner 

side of the same unit.  This affects the outer units nearest the wall of the basin.  

The depositional layers in the center of the house pose less of a problem, 

because they are nearly level.  Acknowledging these problems, and the fact that 

the vast majority of vessel rims were found in the center units, it is still likely, 
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however, that the sequence of ceramics in the excavated levels provides and 

accurate record of stylistic change in ceramics in the basin area over time.   

 

 

Figure 4.4.  Relative distribution of fire-cracked rock by level in feature 9.   
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Figure 4.5.  Vertical distribution of unmodified rocks by level in feature 9.   

 

An examination of the overall ceramic assemblage from feature 9 

indicates that two general vessel forms predominate:  jars with necks and jars 

without necks.  Three bowl fragments are also in the collection, and their 

positions within the stratigraphy will be discussed later.  Jars without necks can 

be easily sub-divided into those with rolled rims and those with stubby, 

thickened-rims.  For necked jars, however, there is very little difference in form, 

except that some rims appear to be relatively taller than others.  Therefore, 

following Holley (n.d.), orifice diameter to neck length ratios were calculated for 
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all jars on which it is possible to make this measurement, in order to differentiate 

between short-rim and high-rim forms (Table 4.1).  The relative proportion of the 

length of the rim to the orifice diameter (a proxy for overall vessel size) is 

continuous.  Necked jars, then, were split into short-rims and high-rims by placing 

an arbitrary divider at the average OD/NL for all necked jars (10.48).  Thus, these 

vessels are subdivided into those with above average neck heights and those 

with below average neck heights, which allows me to categorically evaluate the 

notion of a trend toward higher rims over time.  Rim profiles from feature 9 are 

organized by level in Appendix A.   

 

Vessel Shape OD/NL mean OD/NL range n= 
Un-necked jars 19.19 7.16-27.19 18 
Rolled-rim jars 21.65 10.95-27.19 13 
Stubby, thickened-rim jars 11.83 7.16-16.27 6 
Necked jars 10.48 3.31-22.22 24 
Short-rim jars (OD/NL > 10.48) 14.37 10.98-22.22 11 
High-rim jars (OD/NL < 10.48) 7.12 3.31-10.36 12 

Table 4.1.  Feature 9 orifice diameter to neck length ratios. 

 

Figures 4.6 and 4.7 show the distribution of jars with necks and without 

necks by level throughout the basin.  A trend over time can be seen from a 

dominance of neckless jars toward an increase in popularity of necked jars.  
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Figures 4.8 through 4.11 illustrate the distribution of rolled rims, stubby rims, 

short rims, and high rims.   

High-rim vessels dominate the levels above the House 2, level 10 division.  

However, three high-rim vessels were found to have been in lower levels.  The 

high-rim vessel from level 15, which refits with sherds from level 12, is an 

unusual pot.  It has a red slip, a flared rim, shell-tempering, and a tool impressed 

lip (Figure 4.12).  The high rim vessels from levels 12 and 14 (Figure 4.13) have 

rim profiles that are typical of Oneota-like vessels.  Short-rim vessels were only 

found in levels above the House 2 border.  Only seven stubby rim vessels were 

found, so their distribution is comparatively thin.  They are distributed throughout 

the middle levels, but only one was found below level 10.  Short-rim vessels were 

found exclusively in levels 10 and above, with none in levels below the House 2 

infilling.  Rolled rim vessels were found throughout the stratigraphy of the house 

basin.  However, they clearly dominate the assemblage from the lower levels of 

House 1.   
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Level 
Rolled-
rim jars 

Stubby-
rim jars 

Non-
neck 
jars 

Neck 
jars 

Short-rim 
neck jars* 

High-rim 
neck jars* 

Jars with 
rim tabs Bowls 

Smudged 
surfaces 

Design: 
curv 

Design: 
rec 

1 1   1 3 1 1     2     

2       1   1 1 1 1   1 

3   2 2 2 1       1 1   

4 1   1 4 1 1       1   

5 1 1 2 6 3 2   1 2 1 3 

6       5 1 1           

7                       

8 2   2 1         2 1 1 

9   1 1 14 1 4     3     

10   2 2 3 2 1 1       2 

11 1   1           1 1   

12 2   2 1   1     1 2   

13 1   1         1 2 2   

14 1 1 2 1   1       1   

15 4   4 1   1     1 2 1 

16                       

17                       

18 2   2                 

Table 4.2.  Feature 9, ceramics attributes by level.   
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Figure 4.6.  Feature 9: Neck jars and jars without necks, by level. 

 

Figure 4.7.  Feature 9: Percentages of jars with necks and jars without necks, by level.   
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Figure 4.8.  Rolled rims, by level. 

 

Figure 4.9.  Stubby rims by level. 

 

Figure 4.10.  Short rims, by level.   

 

Figure 4.11.  High rims, by level.  

 

      

Figure 4.12.  Red-slipped vessel rim from lower levels of feature 9.   
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Figure 4.13.  High-rim vessels from feature 9, levels 12 (left) 14 (right).   

 

The three shell-tempered bowl fragments (Figure 4.14) found in feature 9 

were distributed throughout the stratigraphy.  A bowl with continuous short 

incised lines on the interior of a tapered lip was found in level 2.  An undecorated 

bowl fragment was found in level 5.  A fragment of a bowl with a scalloped lip and 

engraved hatchured spiral scroll design was found in level 13.   
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Figure 4.14.  Bowl fragments from feature 9.   



 

 
128 

 

 

The presence of smudged surfaces was plotted by level in Figure 4.15.  

Smudging is a firing technique that is accomplished by firing in a reduced, anoxic 

atmosphere.  It results in a darkened, sometimes black surface.  It has been 

suggested that this attribute is an early trait (Holley n.d.).  However, in feature 9, 

smudged surfaces are found in nearly all but the earliest levels.   

 

 

Figure 4.15.  Frequency of smudged vessels by level, feature 9.   

 

Design is of limited value for tracing a chronological sequence in feature 9, 

however, because of the fragmentary nature of its ceramics.  Many 

archaeologists have noted that curvilinear designs are more generally associated 

with Middle Mississippian ceramics and rectilinear designs with Upper 

Mississippian (Oneota) ceramics (for example, Griffin 1960; Stortroen 1957).  
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Therefore, these traits were plotted to see if there is any pattern in this attribute 

class (Figure 4.16).  The positions of the twenty vessels where either meandering 

or angular designs were identifiable do suggest that curvilinear designs were 

more popular early in the sequence and rectilinear designs later in the sequence 

above level 10.  The problem with these generalized design assignments is that 

there are many instances in the Red Wing Locality where both curvilinear and 

rectilinear designs have been found on the same vessel (Figure 4.17).   

 

 

Figure 4.16.  Frequency of design category by level, feature 9.   
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Figure 4.17.  Vessel fragment from the Bryan site displaying both a curvilinear spiral 

motif and rectilinear nested hatchured chevrons (Goodhue County Historical Society). 

 

The results of this analysis are suggestive of an overall shift in jar form 

from neckless vessels with rolled rims to vessels with high rims and well defined 

necks.  However, there is considerable overlap in forms.  The feature 9 sequence 

suggests continuity in the use of rolled rim vessels throughout the entire period 

represented by this feature.  With only three exceptions, rolled rims are exclusive 

in the fill beneath House 2, while all four jar forms are well represented above 

level 10.  In other words, there was a diversification of jar forms after the 

abandonment of House 2.  Still, high rim vessels were in existence, albeit a 

minority ware, during the in-filling period of House 1.   
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Rodell (1997:327-338) seriated 10 features from the University of 

Wisconsin-Milwaukee’s 1974 excavation of the Mero village (Alex 1974).  He 

assigned vessels to Wilford’s Silvernale Thick Rim, Bryan Short Rim, and 

Cannon Incised type scheme, which essentially correlates with the rolled rim, 

short rim, and high rim typologies used in this analysis.  His results show an 

overlap of Silvernale Thick Rim and Bryan Short Rim jars, which led him to 

conclude that the two types were contemporaneous.  Only one Cannon Incised 

sherd was included in the analysis, and it was the only rim in the feature in which 

it was found.   

The feature 9 assemblage indicates the converse of Rodell’s results.  

Short-rim vessels appear at the same time that high-rim vessels gain popularity.  

Together, these two analyses point to a mosaic of pottery forms in use at the 

same time during the middle period of occupation of the Mero village.  Middle 

Mississippian-like rolled rim vessels appear first; high-rim, short-rim, and 

thickened, stubby-rim forms were then added to the repertoire.  Finally, it is 

reasonable to believe that the high-rim vessels associated with Oneota continued 

to be manufactured after the other forms were abandoned, as these forms are 

found in much later, well-dated contexts outside of the Red Wing Locality.   

This sequence is compatible with Holley’s gradual evolutionary sequence 

in pottery manufacture, but illustrates a period of considerable fluorescence in 

pottery design after the establishment of the Red Wing villages and prior to their 

abandonment.  This period of ceramic renaissance coincides with what Holley 

defined as the Link Phase, in which design, too, became diversified (Holley 
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n.d.:19).  This period is exemplified by the so-called Thunderbird Vessel found by 

Adolph Link (Link 1975) at the Bryan village (Figure 4.19), where new and 

traditional motifs are present in combination on the vessel.   

 

 

 

Figure 4.18.  The “Link Vessel”.  Large ceramic jar with bird motif found at the Bryan 

village (Science Museum of Minnesota).   

 

 

 



 

 
133 

 

University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee House Excavation 

 

Another semi-subterranean house basin was excavated in the same 

portion of the Mero village in 1974 by the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee 

under the direction of Robert Alex (Alex 1974; Rodell 1991, 1997:202-213) 

(Figure 4.19).  Like the IMA house, this house basin (feature 17) was also re-

occupied after a period of abandonment.  The foundation of the first house was a 

pit that extended 84 cm below the modern ground surface.  Paired wall posts, a 

central support post, a hearth, and two pit features were associated with Floor 1.  

The second occupation (Floor 2) was recognized by the presence of a hearth, a 

clay-capped pit feature, and a general compactness of the upper half of the 

approximately 35 cm of fill that overlay Floor 1 (Rodell 1997:210).   
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Figure 4.19.  Plan of 1974 UWM feature 17 house and associated features (from Rodell 

1997:206).   

 

Because of the similarities with feature 9 in house form and re-occupation, 

the ceramic sequence from feature 17 will be useful for comparative purposes.  

However, feature 17 was excavated in 10 cm arbitrary levels and wall profiles 

were not drawn, so the ceramic sequence must be considered more generalized 
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than that of the IMA house described above.  Furthermore, descriptions of certain 

deposits were recorded in the field notes (Rodell 1997:202-213), but wall profiles 

were not drawn.  Rodell did reconstruct what he could of a section through the 

house in diagrammatic form (Figure 4.20).   

 

 

Figure 4.20.  Schematic profile of feature 17 (from Rodell 1997:206). 

 

The following description of the ceramic assemblage from feature 17 is 

based on Rodell’s doctoral dissertation and on my own examination of the 

decorated sherds in the UWM collection.  Because of time constraints and the 

fact that Rodell had collected metric and morphological data, I did not examine 

the undecorated rim sherds in detail.  Therefore, there are some incongruencies 

in our terminology.  Rodell used three categories to describe rim forms – rolled, 

bolstered, and unmodified.  Unmodified rims correspond to neck jars with short or 

high rims, and bolstered rims are compatible with neckless jars with thickened, 

stubby rims.  During this analysis, however, it was discovered that many rims that 

were identified as bolstered are actually rolled.  Therefore, vessels with bolstered 
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or rolled rims are grouped together under the category of jars without necks, for 

they cannot be separated out in the tabulated data.   

The top of feature 17 was encountered during excavation of level 4 and 

sterile subsoil, its bottom, was reached in level 9.  Vessel rims were distributed 

throughout the basin.  Rim profiles from feature 17 are organized by level in 

Appendix A.  Classification of rim morphology follows the same protocol as was 

used for feature 9 above.  OD/NL was calculated for all rims (Table 4.3).  The 

average (12.42) was then used to divide neck jars into short rims and high rims.  

Using either the average from the feature 9 assemblage (10.48) or averaging the 

values from both assemblages results in the same groupings, as there is a gap in 

the OD/NL values from 10.41 to 12.68 in the feature 17 assemblage.  This gap 

might indicate that the short-rim/high-rim division is a reality, rather than 

representing opposite ends of a continuous variation in relative neck length.   

 

Vessel Shape 
OD/NL 
mean 

OD/NL 
range n=  LEVEL 

OD/NL 
ave 

Un-necked jars (bolstered) 17.75 2.67-31.58 14  4 17.1 

Necked jars 12.42 6.84-21.8 11  5 24.4 
Short-rim jars (OD/NL > 
12.42) 16.08 

13.38-
21.80 5  6 14.3 

High-rim jars (OD/NL < 
12.42) 9.38 6.84-12.22 6  7 12.6 
     8 12.9 

 

Table 4.3.  Feature 17 orifice diameter to neck length ratios by level and jar form.   
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Table 4.4 shows the distribution of vessel forms and design categories by 

level.  The vertical distributions of neck jars and non-neck jars are comparable.  

Figure 4.21 shows the relative percentages by level and Figure 4.22 compares 

the absolute numbers of vessels by form and level.  The assemblage consists of 

a total of 55 rim sherds, 28 of which are rolled or bolstered, and 27 of which are 

neck-jars.  As with the feature 9 house sequence, rolled or bolstered rim jars are 

represented throughout the sequence.  In this case, neck-jars are also well 

represented throughout the deposit, except for level 9, which only produced a 

single rolled rim.  Jars with rolled or bolstered rims outnumber neck-jars in the 

middle levels, while neck-jars dominate levels 1 and 5.   
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Level 
Non-neck 

jars 
Neck 
jars 

Short-rim neck 
jars* 

High-rim neck 
jars* 

Jars with rim 
tabs 

Design: 
curv 

Design: 
rec 

4 2 6 2 2 0 2 1 
5 3 1 0 0 0 2 0 
6 11 9 0 1 0 7 1 
7 10 6 1 2 0 3 0 
8 1 5 2 1 0 0 0 
9 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Table 4.4.  Feature 17, ceramics attributes by level. 
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Figure 4.21.  Relative percentages of neck-jars to jars without necks by level, feature 17.   

 

 

Figure 4.22.  Comparison of quantities of neck-jars and jars without necks by level, 

feature 17.  
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When the neck jars are classified as short-rim or high-rim vessels, the 

distributions are also similar.  With the exception of one high-rim sherd found in 

level 6, short- and high-rim vessels were found in the same levels (levels 4, 7, 

and 8) (Figures 4.23 and 4.24).  The similar distribution of short-rim and high-rim 

vessels is reflected as well in the feature 9 assemblage.  As with the feature 9 

sequence, feature 17 does not offer clear evidence of a short-rim to high-rim 

progression in neck-jar form.   

 

 

Figure 4.23.  Frequency of short-rim jars by level, feature 17. 
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Figure 4.24.  Frequency of high-rim jars by level, feature 17. 

 

The 16 decorated sherds large enough to identify whether their decoration 

is generally curvilinear or rectilinear were only found in levels 4, 5, 6, and 7 

(Figure 4.25).  Of these, only two have rectilinear designs (levels 4 and 6).  While 

this could be seen as support for the notion that curvilinear designs were earlier 

in general, I do not believe there are enough sherds to make a statement one 

way or another.  At best it indicates that both types of design elements were in 

use simultaneously, with curvilinear designs being somewhat more popular.   
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Figure 4.25.  Frequency of design category by level, feature 17. 

 

To sum up, the ceramic sequence from feature 17 corroborates several 

aspects in the ceramic chronology of the Mero site that were identified in the 

feature 9 sequence.  According to these assemblages, neck-less jars with rolled, 

bolstered, or stubby rims appear earlier in the sequence than neck jars with 

either short- or high-rims.  However, the production of jars without necks, or at 

least their deposition, continues throughout the duration of both sequences, and 

is contemporaneous with the production and deposition of high- and short-rim 

jars.  According to Holley (n.d.), this situation is also true at the Bryan site, as he 

places rolled rims as a minority ware within both the Link and Bartron phases.   
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Early Silvernale 

 

 

It was mentioned above that Holley (n.d.:17) identified two sub-phases of 

the Silvernale Phase based on his analysis of ceramics from the Bryan village.  

Early Silvernale (Silvernale I) is characterized by variety in rolled rim morphology, 

including faceted and everted rims, the presence of seed jars, red and black 

slipped surfaces, burnishing, grit temper in plain surfaced jars, hyper-angular 

shoulders, and the presence of Late Woodland vessels.  With the exception of 

two red-slipped rims in the lower levels of feature 9, and of a handful of grit-

tempered plain and Late Woodland sherds, none of these attributes are present 

in the excavated areas of the village area at Mero.  Considering the overall 

similarities in the ceramic assemblages from both villages, clear evidence for the 

presence of an Early Silvernale ceramic assemblage, as defined by Holley, has 

not been found yet in the Mero village area.  It also has to be kept in mind, 

however, that the three excavations of the village area were located within a 

small part of the village and within meters of each other.   
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Moreau Maxwell’s 1948 excavation in the Mero mound group does, 

however, provide some evidence for the presence of this initial sub-phase.  

Mound 4 was a large oval-shaped mound that contained large fragments of four 

vessels in the mound fill.  Some fragments were found as well in a midden 

deposit near its base.  Vessel 1 (Figure 4.26) is a grit-tempered jar with a rolled 

rim, hyper-angular shoulder, black polished surface, and a shoulder design of 

trailed, nested arches.  Vessel 2 (Figure 4.27) also has grit temper, a rolled rim, a 

dark, polished surface, and a nested arches design motif.  Vessel 3 (Figure 4.28) 

is a Late Woodland vessel of the Angelo Punctated type (Bozhardt 1996).  

Finally, Vessel 4 (Figure 4.29) is an undecorated shell-tempered jar that has a 

rolled rim and loop handles.  The occurrence of these vessels within Mound 4 fill 

suggests the presence of the Early Silvernale phase at the Mero village.   
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Figure 4.26.  Mero Mound 4, vessel 1, with grit temper, polished surface, hyper-angular 

shoulder, and nested arches design.   

 

Figure 4.27.  Mero Mound 4, vessel 2 – grit temper, polished surface, nested arches 

design.   
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Figure 4.28.  Mero Mound 4, vessel 3 – Angelo Punctated.   

 

Figure 4.29.  Mero Mound 4, vessel 4 – shell temper, undecorated.   
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Summary 

 

 

Over the past six decades of research in the Red Wing Locality, two 

general schools of thought have arisen as to the sequence of cultural 

development and interaction in the Locality.  These sequences have been largely 

based on ceramic evidence.  In one school of thought, an evolutionary model, 

Mississippian-like rolled rim wares were eventually replaced by high-rim jars that 

are Oneota in character.  In the second school of thought, artisans were making 

both Oneota and Mississippian wares at the same time.  The contemporaneity of 

the wares implies interactions between the two groups, although whether this 

means that Oneota people made Mississippian-like pots or that people with a 

Mississippian pottery-making background made Oneota-like pots is not clear.  

Early radiocarbon dates from the Bartron village (890+/-55 and 850+/-55 BP), a 

site with a ceramic assemblage that is composed almost entirely of high-rim jars 

that are Oneota in character, have been suggestive of a pre-Mississippian, pre-

Silvernale (sensu Wilford 1955) Oneota component.  Certainly, basing 

interpretations of cultural development and interaction on two radiocarbon 
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samples is risky.  Further excavation and more radiocarbon assays from this site 

should resolve this problem.   

The analysis presented above indicates that there was considerable 

overlap in the use of neckless jars with rolled rims and jars with thickened, stubby 

rims, which are generally associated with Middle Mississippian influences, and 

jars with well-defined necks and high rims, which are generally associated with 

Upper Mississippian Oneota culture.  Jars with necks do increase in proportion 

over time in comparison to those that lack necks.  Short-rim jars that have been 

interpreted as intermediary between rolled rims and high rims have been shown 

by Rodell (1997:327-338) to overlap with rolled rims jars.  In this analysis they 

were also found to overlap with high rims and the continued presence of rolled 

rims.  The ceramic assemblage from feature 9 at Mero does, however, indicate a 

period of rolled-rim jar manufacture prior to the appearance of jars with necks 

(either short or high rims), as in the earliest levels of House 1.  This period of 

predominantly neckless vessel manufacture would be compatible with Holley’s 

Silvernale Phase.  The period of overlapping ceramic traditions, represented by 

feature 17 and the feature 9 House 2 fill, fits loosely with the definition of the Link 

Phase as proposed by Holley (n.d.).  However, both the feature 9 and feature 17 

house assemblages also contain high-rim vessels that would typically be 

classified as Oneota.  In these deposits, they are in vertical association with 
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rolled and stubby rimmed vessels.  These house deposits do not, however, 

contain evidence for an exclusively Oneota horizon in the upper levels.   

It is noteworthy to point out that the Bryan, Silvernale, Mero, and Mero 2 

villages are the only villages in the Red Wing Locality that have been found to 

have vessels with rolled or thickened rims or angular shoulders that are similar to 

the Mississippian Ramey Incised type.  These are also the four largest villages in 

estimated area, and have the largest surrounding groups of mounds.  With the 

possible exception of the Mero 2 village, of which very little is known, each of the 

villages that have rolled rim wares also have considerable numbers of neck jars 

with both high and short rims.  In other words, where there are rolled rims, there 

are also the other dominant rim forms.   

This is not true in the inverse.  Vessels with rolled rims have not been 

found at the Bartron, Adams, or Energy Park villages, or at the poorly understood 

Double village.  The Energy Park site collection is dominated by short-rimmed 

neck jars and by vessels with rim tabs (Dobbs 1993; Holley n.d.).  Some high 

rims with interior rim incising are also present.  The ceramics from the Bartron 

(Gibbon 1979; Holley n.d.) and Adams sites have a decidedly Oneota character 

to them, although the Adams site collection also contains several fragments of 

bottles – a Middle Mississippian form (Holley 2007).  These sites also have fewer 

mounds surrounding somewhat smaller village areas, and they lack non-local 

pottery.  The same is true for the even smaller upland habitations, such as the 
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Burnside School and Mauer Farm sites along Spring Creek in Minnesota (Dobbs 

1990).  The question arises, then, of whether the large villages with Ramey 

Incised-inspired pottery are earlier than the smaller villages.   

The explanation of these differences is likely some combination of time, 

population density, and site function.  For example, large numbers of mounds 

can be accounted for by a long occupation period.  Simply stated, the occupation 

of a village area for a longer amount of time will result in more burial mounds, 

assuming a mound burial tradition continues.  However, a large population of 

people inhabiting a village might also result in the construction of more burial 

mounds and a larger original habitation area delimited by the arc of the 

surrounding cemetery.  But it is entirely possible that the large sites were 

originally large, and became smaller over time.  This cannot be determined until 

more work is done to determine internal settlement plans of at least one of the 

large villages.  Considering the ceramic evidence, it seems reasonable to 

conclude that the large villages were established first as founding villages, at 

least at Mero and Bryan.  This founding occupation is represented by the 

exclusive use of rolled-rim wares.   

It is known that the Mero, Bryan, and Silvernale villages contain the full 

gamut of local ceramic forms represented in the Red Wing Locality.  For this 

reason, it is believed that they represent contemporaneous occupations that 

span the majority of the occupation of Locality, as opposed to sequential 
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occupations in which a single population abandoned one location in favor of 

another.  The accumulation of burial mounds in expansive mound groups that 

surround and define each village area seems to support this notion.  It is unlikely 

that families would abandon the cemeteries where their recent ancestors rest to 

bury their parents in a new location.  At least in the cases of the Mero, Bryan, 

Silvernale, and probably Mero 2 villages, it seems most likely that these largest 

villages were maintained throughout the main period of the Red Wing Locality.   

Because of their long occupation histories, similar ceramic sequences, 

and the accessibility of archaeological data, the rest of this dissertation will focus 

on the Mero and Bryan villages.   
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CHAPTER FIVE:  COMPARING THE EAST AND THE WEST: 

PRESENTATION OF DATA 
 
 

 

For this phase of the study of the Red Wing Locality, several classes of 

material culture are examined to determine to what extent villagers who lived on 

the east bank of the Mississippi River are distinguishable in the archaeological 

record from the villagers who lived west of the Mississippi along the Cannon 

River.  Several theories reviewed earlier in this dissertation suggest that there 

could well be differences in the lifeways of these villages. 

First, the identity of a local, residential community is tied to the daily 

routines of its members, where they live, how they make their world work to 

survive, and with whom they interact (Yeager 2000:125).  The shared 

dispositions of community members form a habitus (Bourdieu 1977) that derives 

from day to day practice.  The habitus unites individuals and structures their 

views of the world and their activities.  The result is a sense of commonality that 

solidifies the community and differentiates it from other communities.  A “sense” 

of community can be unconscious, driven by everyday activities and processes, 

or outward, where material symbols are employed to distinguish “us” from “them” 

(Wiessner 1983, 1989; Yeager 2000).   
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Following Burghardt’s (1959) theory about river settlements, not only 

should villages on opposite sides of the Mississippi River display differences in 

material culture, but should be oriented toward the hinterlands of their own side 

of the river.  In other words, the Mero village should be oriented toward the 

resources of western Wisconsin and the Bryan village toward the resources 

toward the south and west in Minnesota.   

Data is presented in this chapter that tests these expectations.  Because 

of similarities in overall material culture make-up, relative size, and the availability 

of collections and data, the Mero and Bryan villages will be primarily relied upon.  

Both villages are large sites surrounded by extensive groups of mounds, and 

appear to have been inhabited throughout the main occupation of the Locality.  It 

is assumed as a working hypothesis here, too, that they held similar roles on 

opposite sides of the Mississippi River.  Data from other sites and collections will 

be referred to when it is available.  Sample size is always a concern in 

archaeology.  Only a small portion of any Red Wing village has been formally 

excavated or systematically collected.  Still, it has to be assumed, at least as a 

working hypothesis, that the collections available from any given site are 

representative of the entire site.   
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Lithic Raw Materials 

 

 

According to the theoretical orientation described in Chapter 2, 

procurement strategies and lithic raw materials sources should be different 

among sites on either side of the river.  This should be especially apparent in the 

profiles of non-local stone assemblages, if they were procured from hinterland 

locations.   

The chipped stone assemblages from Red Wing Locality villages are 

dominated by three stone types:  locally available Prairie du Chien chert, Grand 

Meadow Chert from southern Minnesota, and Hixton Silicified Sandstone from 

the vicinity of Silver Mound in west-central Wisconsin.  Together, these three 

stone types make up over 90% of all of the chipped stone from the UWM and 

IMA Mero site collections and the IMA Bryan site collection.  Hixton Silicified 

Sandstone and Grand Meadow Chert are particularly convenient for studying raw 

material profiles and in turn the procurement strategies of communities on 

opposite sides of the Mississippi River, because they are found at relatively 

confined point sources on only one side or the other of the Mississippi River 

Valley.   

Lithic data from the UWM Mero site collection were obtained from Rodell’s 

dissertation (Rodell 1997).  Those from the IMA Bryan site collection were 
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obtained from a combination of site reports (Dobbs 1986, 1987, 1989, 1991), 

directly from the artifact database, and, from projectile point data (Wendt 1986b, 

2005).  Lithic data from the IMA Mero site collection were obtained through my 

own analysis of the collection at the Science Museum of Minnesota.   

Prairie du Chien chert is locally available in the Red Wing area, so it is 

usually the most common lithic material found at Red Wing sites, despite its low 

quality.  It is found in Lower Ordovician age geologic formations of southeastern 

Minnesota and western Wisconsin (Bakken 1997:76-77), including the Red Wing 

area.  Prairie du Chien chert varies in color from whitish grey to medium grey.  

The colors are seldom uniform and tend to be found in swirling bands and 

mottled patterns.  Often numerous ooliths are present.  The overall texture varies 

from fine to coarse and there are often undesirable inclusions.   

Hixton Silicified Sandstone is a high quality, homogenous orthoquartzite 

composed of quartz sand grains that have been cemented together by opal and 

chalcendony (Porter 1961:81).  The high quality of the material is due to its 

fracturing pattern, for fractures pass through both individual grains and cement, 

instead of breaking around them (Withrow 1983:41).  Hixton Silicified Sandstone 

has a wide color range, varying from white to yellow to red to purple.  The source 

of Hixton Silicified Sandstone is largely restricted to the Silver Mound site, near 

Hixton, Wisconsin, which is approximately 130 kms straight-line from the Red 

Wing Locality in Jackson County in west-central Wisconsin (Bakken 1997:74) 
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(Figure 5.1).  Several other orthoquartzite outcrops have been located in the 

same general area (Rodell 1997:380).  These other orthoquartzites, such as 

Alma quartzite in Buffalo County, Wisconsin (Penman 1981:7), are in general 

coarser grained and of a lower quality than Hixton (Withrow 1983:42).   

Grand Meadow chert is a high quality chert derived from the Upper 

Devonian age Rapid member of the Cedar Valley formation, which is present in 

southern Minnesota and northern Iowa.  The only known source of the chert is 

the 68 hectare Grand Meadow quarry site near Grand Meadow, Minnesota 

(Figure 5.1).  The quarry is characterized by large, open pits up to three meters 

in depth and five meters in diameter that were excavated in antiquity to reach 

nodules that ranged in size from a few centimeters to 25 cm in thickness (Trow 

1981:102).  The Grand Meadow Quarry site is approximately 100 km straight-line 

from the Red Wing Locality.  Grand Meadow chert is a distinctive grey chert that 

is extremely homogenous and fine grained.  The texture is waxy with a dull to 

satiny luster.  Inclusions are uncommon except for small crystalline pores that 

frequently occur (Withrow 1983:57).  The color ranges from a uniform light grey 

to dark grey, although banding is often present near the cortex, which rarely 

penetrates more than 5 mm into the nodules.  The source of Grand Meadow 

chert was not identified until the early 1980s (Trow 1981).  Chert described as 

“blue-grey chert”, “high-quality grey chert”, or just “grey chert” in earlier accounts 

is probably Grand Meadow (see Gibbon 1979).   
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Prairie du Chien chert, Hixton Silicified Sandstone, and Grand Meadow 

chert make up the bulk of the raw stone material at the Bryan and Mero villages.  

The combined chipped stone assemblage from the two sites that are examined 

here consists of a total of 80,857 individual pieces, graded 1/8 inch and larger.  

58.6% of the total is Prairie du Chien chert, 21.6% is Grand Meadow chert, 

10.9% is Hixton Silicified Sandstone, and 8.9% is made up of all other chipped 

stone materials (Table 5.1).   

 

Mero+Bryan sites n= % 
PDC 47389 58.6% 
HIX 8807 10.9% 
GMC 17432 21.6% 
OTHERS 7229 8.9% 

 

Table 5.1.  Raw material profile of selected stone materials from the combined Mero 

village (1974 UWM and 1991/1992 IMA collections) and the Bryan village (1983/1984 

IMA collection) collections.   

 

Table 5.2 provides a summary of bulk raw material counts.  The three 

main materials combined make up similar proportions at both sites compared to 

all other materials.  90.9% of the Mero assemblage and 91.1% of the Bryan 

assemblage is PDC/GMC/HIX.  Prairie du Chien chert is found in large numbers 

throughout the whole Locality, probably due to its local availability.   
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When the distribution of the two principle non-local materials, Hixton 

Silicified Sandstone and Grand Meadow Chert, is compared between villages, 

the difference is striking.  The total quantities of Hixton Silicified Sandstone, 

Grand Meadow Chert, and Prairie du Chein Chert chipped stone raw materials 

among artifacts and chipping debris by count and weight for each site are 

compared in Figures 5.2 and 5.3.  A Chi-Square test for independence on 

quantities (GMC, HIX, PDC, and “other”) and weights (GMC, HIX, PDC) of 

artifacts by raw material indicates that it is highly improbable that this is the result 

of sampling or randomness (count X2 (df=3, n=80644) = 17466.36, p < .001) 

(weight X2 (df=2, n=84426).= 7840.04, p < .001).  Local Prairie du Chein chert 

dominates the total weight of both assemblages, but to a much greater degree at 

the Mero site.  54.03 kg of Prairie du Chein chert is in the Mero assemblage 

compared to 15.24 kg at Bryan.  As expected, more Grand Meadow chert is in 

the Bryan assemblage than in the Mero assemblage (5.65 kg to 2.96 kg), and, 

conversely, more Hixton Silicified Sandstone is present in the Mero assemblage 

(3.86 kg to 2.69 kg) compared to the Bryan assemblage.  The relative 

proportions of Hixton Silicified Sandstone to Grand Meadow chert by weight is 

shown in Figure 5.4.  
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  MERO (IMA) TOTAL  BRYAN TOTAL   
  GMC 881  PDC 14789   
  HIX 1756  HIX 5433   
  PDC 18876  GMC 15456   
  OTHERS 2683  OTHERS 3440   
  TOTAL 24196  TOTAL 39118   
         
  MERO (UWM) TOTAL  BRYAN TOTAL   
  PDC 13514  PDC 37.8%   
  HIX 1620  HIX 13.9%   
  GMC 1079  GMC 39.5%   
  OTHERS 1117  OTHERS 8.8%   
  TOTAL 17330      
         

  
MERO 
(COMBINDED) TOTAL      

  PDC 78.1%      
  HIX 8.1%      
  GMC 4.7%      
  OTHERS 9.1%      
             

 

Table 5.2.  Summary of raw material counts for the Mero and Bryan collections.   
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Figure 5.1.  Locations of the Grand Meadow and Silver Mound (Hixton Silicified 

Sandstone) quarries.   
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The total number of artifacts and chipping debris per raw material reveals a 

slightly different pattern than total weights.  Grand Meadow chert is slightly more 

prevalent than Prairie du Chien chert in the Bryan site collection (39.4% to 

37.9%), while Prairie du Chien chert comprises over 78% of the Mero 

assemblage.  Still, proportionately, Hixton Silicified Sandstone is more prevalent 

than Grand Meadow Chert at Mero, while the opposite is true at Bryan (Figures 

5.5a, 5.5b).   

A difference in raw material use across the Mississippi River was first 

noted by Dan Wendt (1986b) in an analysis of projectile point raw materials and 

forms from 18 sites in the Red Wing Locality.  He observed that triangular 

projectile points found east of the Mississippi River are more likely to be made 

from orthoquartzite and that those found west of the Mississippi River are more 

likely to be made from Grand Meadow chert.  With regards to projectile point 

form, serrated edges were more common on points from sites east of the 

Mississippi River, while notching was comparatively more prevalent at sites west 

of the Mississippi River.  This led him to suggest that the Mississippi acted as a 

boundary and that groups on opposite sides of the river had separate 

procurement strategies and projectile point form preferences.   

The Mero site assemblage examined here contains 118 projectile points 

that are either Hixton Silicified Sandstone or Grand Meadow chert.  Of these, 101  
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Figure 5.2.  Percentages of selected chipped stone raw materials, by count.   
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Figure 5.3.  Total weight of chipped stone for selected raw materials.   
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Figure 5.4.  Hixton Silicified Sandstone (HIX) and Grand Meadow Chert (GMC) by 

weight.   

 

 

Figure 5.5.  Hixton Silicified Sandstone and Grand Meadow Chert by count.   
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(85.6%) are Hixton Silicified Sandstone and 17 (14.4%) are Grand Meadow 

chert.  Conversely, of the 99 projectile points in the Bryan assemblage examined 

by Wendt, which included specimens from a private collection, 36 (36.4%) are 

Hixton Silicified Sandstone and 63 (63.6%) are Grand Meadow Chert.  A Chi-

Square test indicates that it is highly improbable that this distribution is random 

(X2 (1, n=217) = 56.06, p < .001).  Figure 5.6 shows the relative proportions of 

Hixton to Grand Meadow projectile points in the Mero and Bryan village 

assemblages.   

 

 

Figure 5.6.  Quantities of Hixton Silicified Sandstone and Grand Meadow Chert projectile 

points.   
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After projectile points, end-scrapers are the most common formal stone 

tool type found at the Mero and Bryan sites.  The difference in the use of Hixton 

Silicified Sandstone and Grand Meadow chert for end-scrapers is more 

pronounced than that of the projectile points at the Bryan site (Figure 5.7).  Of the 

57 complete Grand Meadow chert and Hixton Silicified Sandstone end-scrapers 

in the assemblage, 52 (91.2%) are Grand Meadow, while only 5 (8.8%) are 

Hixton (Wendt 1986b).  Interestingly, the distribution of these materials for end-

scrapers at the Mero site is different than that of the projectile points and the 

general raw material profile of the site (Figure 5.8).  Fifty-one (52.6%) of 97 are 

Grand Meadow chert and 46 (47.4%) are Hixton Silicified Sandstone.   

 

 

Figure 5.7.  Quantities of Hixton Silicified Sandstone and Grand Meadow Chert 

endscrapers at the Bryan village.   
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Figure 5.8.  Quantities of Hixton Silicified Sandstone and Grand Meadow Chert 

endscrapers at the Mero village.   

 

Figure 5.9 compares relative percentages of raw materials for formal tools, 

expedient tools, and chipping debris from the Bryan and Mero villages.  

Expedient tools are flakes that display evidence of retouch or utilization.  It is 

assumed that these were made quickly to be cutting or scraping utensils.  They 

seem not to have been constructed following a specific form template.  An in-

depth, use-wear analysis of flakes has not yet been conducted for either village, 

so it is likely that the sample size used here is smaller than the actual 

assemblage of expedient tools.   

Formal tools include projectile points and other bifaces, endscrapers, and drills.  

At Mero, there is a nearly 10% increase in the use of local Prairie du Chien 
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Figure 5.9.  Percentages of raw materials across artifact classes, Mero and Bryan 

villages.   
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Figure 5.9 (continued).  Percentages of raw materials across artifact classes, Mero and 

Bryan villages.   

 

chert for expedient tools compared to formal tools.  The relative percentage of 

Grand Meadow chert increases slightly from 13% formal tools to 14.9% 
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expedient tools.  Chipping debris at Mero is composed of nearly 80% (78.7%) 

Prairie du Chien chert, while Hixton Silicified Sandstone and Grand Meadow 

chert make up 7.8% and 4.5% of the assemblage, respectively.  The slight 

decrease in Hixton Silicified Sandstone and increase in Grand Meadow Chert as 

the raw materials for expedient tools could reflect the forms in which the two 

materials arrived at the site.  Hixton Silicified Sandstone may have been more 

often brought to the village in artifact form, while Grand Meadow Chert may have 

been brought in a rougher form resulting in more flakes available for use as 

expedient tools.  This could reflect different quarrying practices employed at the 

two source quarries.  The collection and analysis of cortex data on chipping 

debris can help answer this in the future.   

At Bryan, on the other hand, there is a decrease in the relative percentage 

of local Prairie du Chien chert and an increase in Grand Meadow chert in 

expedient tools compared to formal tools.  Again, this could be indicative of 

Grand Meadow chert arriving at the site in a less finished form.  Comparatively, 

the Mero assemblage displays a higher reliance on local Prairie du Chien chert 

than the Bryan assemblage and Hixton Silicified Sandstone appears in higher 

numbers than does Grand Meadow chert.  At Bryan, Grand Meadow chert 

actually dominates the assemblage in all three categories, suggesting stronger 

ties to this source area.   
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Figure 5.10 removes the Prairie du Chien chert and Other chert categories 

to directly compare Hixton Silicified Sandstone and Grand Meadow chert at both 

sites across the same three artifact categories.  In each case, Hixton dominates 

the Mero assemblage, and Grand Meadow dominates the Bryan assemblage.   

The Mero and Bryan sites were also compared using a mass analysis of 

chipping debris.  All chipping debris from the 1984 Bryan site assemblage and 

the 1992 Mero site assemblage were size graded through hardware cloth of four 

mesh sizes: 1 inch, ½ inch, ¼ inch, and 1/8 inch.  This was standard laboratory 

protocol used by the Institute for Minnesota Archaeology for the Bryan site 

collection (Dobbs 1991).  It was also employed at the Science Museum of 

Minnesota during analysis of the 1992 Mero site collection.   

Grade 1 material is greater than one inch, grade 2 material is greater than 

½ inch, grade 3 is greater than ¼ inch, and grade 4 is greater than ⅛ inch.  The 

IMA had an additional grade 5 category, which was any material that passed 

through the 1/8 inch mesh.  This grade 5 material made up only 0.1% of the 

chipping debris assemblage by count, 70% (33 pieces) of which was Grand 

Meadow Chert (Dobbs 1991:25).  Size grade 5 material was not catalogued for 

the 1992 Mero site collection.  Chipping debris from the 1974 Mero site collection 
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Figure 5.10.  Comparisons of Hixton Silicified Sandstone and Grand Meadow Chert 

across major artifact classes.   
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was not size graded by the University of Wisconsin – Milwaukee, so, in this case, 

that assemblage is not included in the quantities for the Mero site.   

Lithic mass analysis is a method developed and promoted for North 

American archaeology by Stanley Ahler (1989) (see also Hall and Larson 2004.  

For a critique of mass analysis, see Andrefsky 2007).  The method was designed 

as a mechanism for analyzing mass quantities of lithic debitage in a timely 

manner.  Its purpose is to understand reduction strategies at a site and to 

compare these strategies among sites.  A fundamental principle of the mass 

analysis of chipping debris is that flint-knapping is a reductive process that 

results in the production of smaller and smaller waste flakes as one proceeds 

toward completion of a tool (Ahler 1989:89).  Therefore, trends toward artifact 

completion and use can be seen in a debitage assemblage based on the relative 

amounts of material represented from each size grade.   

For the purposes of the current analysis, size grade distributions will be 

examined in conjunction with raw material use to compare reduction strategies at 

the Mero and Bryan sites.  Size-grading lithic debris was applied by Dobbs 

(1991) for the 1983/1984 Bryan site assemblage, so is followed here as a means 

to efficiently assess the bulk of chipping debris in the two assemblages.  

Although this method does not take into consideration that different types of 

chipped stone technology, for instance core-tool versus flake-tool technology, 

can produce different debitage profiles, it is assumed that such a comparison is 
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reasonable, since the finished tool assemblages from each site are similar.  

Likewise, recovery methods can bias the samples toward relatively smaller or 

larger size pieces.  In this case it is helpful that both collections were made by 

the same institution using a mix of dry screening through one-quarter inch 

hardware cloth, water-screening through one-eighth inch hardware cloth, and 

floatation of feature matrix.  At the Mero site, 100% of feature material was 

collected for flotation, except for the feature 9 house basin, which was sampled.  

At the Bryan site, samples were selected for flotation in the field by the project 

director.  These samples represented 50%, 25%, or 12.5% of the volume of the 

provenience unit (Dobbs 1991).   

Tables 5.3 and 5.4 show the counts of size-graded chipping debris for the 

Mero site and Bryan site, respectively.  For both assemblages, Prairie du Chien 

chert is most numerous for grade 1 and grade 2, the largest two size categories.  

Since it is likely that non-local raw materials would have been reduced to 

preforms at the quarry sites to reduce transportation weight (Ericson 1984; and 

other papers in Ericson and Purdy 1984), lower numbers of grade 1 and 2 Grand 

Meadow chert and Hixton Silicified Sandstone would be expected.  Grand 

Meadow chert is most common in grades 3 and 4 at the Bryan site, while Prairie 

du Chien chert remains the most common stone type in the smaller two size 

grades at the Mero site.  Grade 1 chipping debris is in general uncommon, less 

than 2% of the entire assemblage, at the Bryan site across raw material types 
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(Figure 5.11).  At the Mero site, Prairie du Chien chert and other, non-Hixton or 

Grand Meadow stone types comprise relatively higher numbers (over 10%).   

Similar to the other classes of artifacts, Grand Meadow chert is more 

common than Hixton Silicified Sandstone at the Bryan site and the opposite is 

true at the Mero site.  Figure 5.12 compares the relative percentages of Grand 

Meadow chert and Hixton Silicified Sandstone by size grade for each site.  

Compared side by side, Hixton Silicified Sandstone accounts for over 60% of the 

Hixton/Grand Meadow chipping debris assemblage across all size grades.  At 

Bryan, Hixton Silicified Sandstone was found to comprise less than 25% of the 

Hixton/Grand Meadow chipping debris assemblage, with Grand Meadow chert 

making up over 75%.   

The overall profile of size grades by count is also different at each site.  

Size grade comparisons for the two sites reveal grade 4 to be the most common 

size grade for both Hixton Silicified Sandstone and Grand Meadow chert at the 

Bryan site.  This is not unexpected, as smaller size grades would tend to produce 

higher numbers of individual pieces than larger size grades.  Small sized debris 

can potentially be created during all stages of reduction, whereas larger debris is 

by definition isolated by the size grading process.  Therefore, there is more 

opportunity when working stone to produce smaller pieces of debris than larger.   
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MERO 1991/92 CHIPPING DEBRIS COUNTS BY SIZE 
GRADE 
  G1 G2 G3 G4 TOTAL
HIX 7 109 230 132 478 
GMC 4 54 138 51 247 
PDC 185 317 436 355 1293 
OTHER 119 283 458 196 1056 
TOTAL 315 763 1262 734 3074 
      
MERO 1991/92 PERCENT SIZE GRADE BY RAW 
MATERIAL 
  G1 G2 G3 G4 TOTAL
HIX 1.50% 22.80% 48.10% 27.60% 15.60% 
GMC 1.60% 21.90% 55.90% 20.70% 8.00% 
PDC 14.30% 24.50% 33.70% 27.50% 42.10% 
OTHER 11.30% 26.80% 43.40% 18.60% 34.40% 

 

Table 5.3.  Summary of size-graded chipping debris, Mero village, IMA 1991/1992 

collection.   
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BRYAN SITE 1983/1984 CHIPPING DEBRIS BY COUNT (from Dobbs 
1991:25) 
  G1 G2 G3 G4 G5 TOTAL 
Hixton 18 305 1693 3337 6 5359 
PDC 113 1701 5225 7549 7 14595 
GMC 50 789 4550 9681 33 15103 
Other 21 403 1118 1854 1 3397 
TOTAL 202 3199 12592 2242 947 38469 
       
BRYAN SITE 1983/1984 PERCENT SIZE GRADE PER MATERIAL (from 
Dobbs 1991:25) 
  G1 G2 G3 G4 G5 TOTAL 
Hixton 0.30% 5.70% 31.60% 62.30% <0.1% 13.90% 
PDC 0.80% 12% 35.80% 51.70% <0.1% 37.90% 
GMC 0.30% 5.20% 30.10% 64% 0.20% 39.30% 
Other 0.60% 11.90% 32.90% 54.50% <0.1% 8.80% 
TOTAL 0.50% 8.30% 32.70% 58.30% 0.10% 100% 

 

Table 5.4.  Summary of size-graded chipping debris, Bryan village, IMA 1983/1984 

collection.   
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Figure 5.11.  Size-graded chipping debris from the Mero and Bryan villages.   
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Figure 5.12.  Proportions of Hixton Silicified Sandstone to Grand Meadow Chert chipping 

debris at the Mero and Bryan villages.   
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Interestingly, grade 3 chipping debris is the most common at the Mero 

site.  It is tempting to conclude that this is the result of reduction processes that 

involved less finishing and resharpening activities.  Another possibility is that 

waterscreening through 1/8 inch mesh was more common at the Bryan site, 

which would have resulted in the collection of more grade 4 debris.  A look at the 

size grade profiles for local Prairie du Chien chert indicates that this was 

probably the case.  It would be expected that Prairie du Chien chert would be 

handled differently than non-local stone varieties simply because of the 

comparative difficulty of obtaining the exotic materials.  However, Prairie du 

Chien chert has the same size grade pattern at each site as the non-local 

materials (Figure 5.13).   

Raw material data from two other sites in the Red Wing Locality 

corroborate the notion that different procurement strategies were taking place on 

opposite sides of the Mississippi River.  Data available at the Science Museum of 

Minnesota from the Adams site in Wisconsin and the Burnside School site in 

Minnesota display a similar pattern in raw material use as that of Mero and 

Bryan.  Both of these sites are smaller villages that produced high-rim ceramics 

that are Oneota in character.  The Adams site is the larger of the two.  It is 

located on a terrace that overlooks Lake Pepin and once had a large group of 97 

mounds surrounding the village area.  The Burnside School village was a smaller 
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Figure 5.13.  Size-graded Prairie du Chein chipping debris at the Mero and Bryan 

villages.   

 

settlement located inland along Spring Creek south of the Cannon River; the 

village was adjacent to four conical mounds (Boden 2007).   

Raw counts of individual Grand Meadow chert and Hixton Silicified 

Sandstone artifacts and chipping debris from both sites (Figure 5.14) have 

frequency profiles that are similar to those at Mero and Bryan.  The Adams site 

assemblage contains 3,557 pieces of Hixton Silicified Sandstone and 644 pieces 

of Grand Meadow chert.  The Burnside School collection, while considerably 

smaller, contains 64 pieces of Hixton Silicified Sandstone and 207 pieces of 

Grand Meadow chert.  
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Figure 5.14.  Hixton Silicified Sandstone from the Burnside School site, Minnesota, and 

the Adams site, Wisconsin.  Note that the distributions are similar to the Bryan and Mero 

sites.  
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The frequency of cores at these four sites was also compared (Table 5.5).  

A total of 428 cores have been identified in the 1984 IMA Bryan site collection, 

both Mero site collections, and the Adams and Burnside School site collections.  

Prairie du Chien chert makes up the majority of cores from each site.  This is 

expected given its local availability.  With the exception of the Bryan site, the 

other sites have produced non-Prairie du Chien chert cores in very low numbers, 

suggesting again that these non-local materials were brought to the site in a 

semi-finished form.   

 

Site Collection PDC GMC HIX Other TOTAL Reference 
Bryan IMA84 107 25 6 11 149 Dobbs 1991:Table 7 

Mero UWM74 125 5 4 17 151 
Rodell 1997:Table 
6.6 

Mero IMA92 37 2 1 10 50   

Adams Surface 68 0 2 2 74 
Wendt 2000:Table 
16 

Burnside IMA95 5 1 0 0 6   
 

Table 5.5.  Quantities of lithic cores by raw material and site.   

 

Finally, two readily recognizable stone types from the western Plains – 

obsidian, presumably from the vicinity of Yellowstone National Park in western 

Wyoming, and Knife River Flint from western North Dakota – have been found in 

small numbers on Red Wing Locality sites.  Both materials are extremely high 
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quality and were traded throughout North America since at least Middle 

Woodland times (Brose 1994, Vehik and Baugh 1994).  All obsidian and the 

majority of Knife River Flint from the Bryan site that has documented provenience 

comes from a feature (Feature 2) excavated by Katie and Verlan Johns in the 

northwest portion of the village.  Although the midden was disturbed (there is 

currently a large oak tree growing out of the middle of it), there is no reason to 

believe the materials are not associated with the main occupation of the Bryan 

village.  Still, because of the feature’s richness in exotic raw materials, it is clearly 

an unusual assemblage for the Locality.   

The assemblage contains 23 obsidian flakes and one obsidian core, which 

together weigh 90 g, and 25 Knife River Flint artifacts, which together weigh 

272.7 g (Figure 5.15).  It is interesting to note that with only four exceptions the 

entire stone tool assemblage from this feature is composed of informal, 

expedient tools for cutting or scraping.  The only formal tools are a bifacial knife 

of local Prairie Du Chein Chert and a knife of Burlington Chert.  Additionally, 

there is the aforementioned obsidian core and a Grand Meadow Chert core.   

The Burnside School site has produced the only other obsidian 

documented from the Locality – four flakes weighing a total of 0.3 g.  No obsidian 

has been documented from the villages east of the Mississippi.   

Aside from Feature 2 at Bryan, Knife River Flint has been found in similar 

numbers at both Bryan and Mero villages.  One knife identified as only brown 
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chalcedony was found during the 1954 excavation of the Bryan site (Gibbon 

1979:27) and 11 flakes weighing 13.7g were found during the 1984 excavation 

(Dobbs 1991:23).  Similarly, one Knife River Flint flake weighing 0.5g was found 

during the 1992 excavation at the Mero site and twelve flakes weighing 14.5g 

were found during the 1974 excavation (Rodell 1997:appendix L).   

The fact that the numbers of obsidian and Knife River Flint artifacts from 

contexts (other than the Feature 2 midden at Bryan) are approximately the same 

at Mero and Bryan suggests that the villages had similar access to these exotic 

stone materials. 
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Figure 5.15.  Obsidian (top) and Knife River Flint (bottom) from the Bryan village 

(Feature 2, Johns Collection, Science Museum of Minnesota).   
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Bison Bone 

 

 

Bison is a resource that would have been most common on the prairies 

and plains west of the Locality.  Although comprehensive analyses of faunal 

material from Red Wing sites have not been completed (see Kuehn 2003 and 

Shane 1989 for preliminary analyses), tools made of bison bone, especially 

scapula hoes and picks, have been identified in many bone assemblages (Boden 

2007; Dobbs 1991, 1993; Gibbon 1979; Hurley 1978; Rodell 1997; Stortroen 

1957; Wendt 2001; Wilford 1984).  Given the western availability of bison, if the 

Mississippi River divided the Locality and resulted in separate hinterlands on 

opposite sides, it is expected that bison scapulae should be more common on 

sites to the west of the Mississippi River.   

A total of 79 bison scapula hoes and picks have been found at Red Wing 

Locality sites, including the Armstrong site at the south end of Lake Pepin in 

Pepin County, Wisconsin (Table 5.6, Figure 5.16).  Of these, 72 were found at 

villages east of the Mississippi River, while only seven were in villages east of the 

river.  While the largest numbers of bison scapulae have been found at Bryan 
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(42) and Energy Park (21), bison scapulae are present in low numbers in bone 

assemblages from all of the other villages in the Locality except the Double site.   

To account for sample size differences, the frequency of bison scapula per 

square meters excavated was calculated.  The number of square meters 

excavated was determined from published data and field notes.  In some cases, 

such as Wilford’s excavations at the Bryan site during the 1950s, area excavated 

had to be estimated from figures provided in Gibbon’s 1979 synthesis.   

An estimated total of 5871.15 square meters have been excavated at 

eight villages in the Locality.  This does not include the 1984 Double site 

excavations, because the published sources do not indicate how many square 

meters were excavated (Penman and Sullivan 1995).  No bison scapulae are 

reported in the assemblage.  Still, considerably more area has been excavated at 

sites west of the Mississippi River (5285.8 square meters) than east (585.35 

square meters) of the river.  Figure 5.17 shows the quantities of bison scapulae 

per square meter excavated per site, and Table 5.7 shows the ratio of bison 

scapulae per square meter excavated by side of the Mississippi.  An estimated 

585.35 square meters excavated produced seven bison scapula hoes and 

0.0119 scapulae per meter excavated on the east side of the Locality.  On the 

west, an estimated 5285.8 square meters excavated produced 72 bison scapulae 

and 0.0136 scapulae per meter.   
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Site Collection 
Bison 
Scapulae Notes 

Bryan IMA 83/84 11   
Bryan Johns 1   
Bryan Schirmer 99 4   
Bryan Wilford 31 27 hoes, 4 picks 
Energy Park IMA 87-91 21   
Mero IMA 91/92 0   
Adams IMA 86 1   
Burnside IMA 95 0   
Mero UWM 74 2   
Mero Maxwell 48 1   
Armstrong Hurley 2   
Silvernale Wilford 47/50 4   
Silvernale Schirmer 03-07 0   
Bartron Wilford/Johnson 4 One might be elk 

Figure 5.6a.  Bison scapula hoes and picks from Red Wing Locality collections.   

 

SITE SCAPULAE  REGION SCAPULAE 
BRYAN 47  RW WEST 76 
ENERGY PARK 21  RW EAST 6 
SILVERNALE 4    
BARTRON 4    
BURNSIDE 0    
MERO 3    
ADAMS 1    
ARMSTRONG 2    

Figure 5.6b.  (Left) Bison scapula hoes and picks from Red Wing Locality sites.  (Right) 

Bison scapula hoes and picks by side of the Mississippi River.   
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Figure 5.16.  Quantities of bison scapulae hoes and picks from the Red Wing Locality.  

Top, quantity by site.  Bottom, quantity by side of the Mississippi River.   
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The interpretation of these differences is complicated by several factors.  

First, while more individual bison scapulae have been found at the Bryan site, the 

scapulae per square meter ratio at the site is relatively low.  It needs to be kept in 

mind, though, that while large areas of the site had been uncovered at the Bryan 

site, especially during the 1954 and 1984 excavations, every feature identified 

was not excavated.  Since bison scapulae tend to be found in feature contexts, 

the ratio at Bryan could be skewed toward a lower scapula per meter index.  

Features containing multiple bison scapula hoes have been reported by Gibbon 

from the Bryan site, with three features from 1954 and one feature from 1955 

containing two or three scapulae (Gibbon 1979:249).   

The contexts of bison scapulae at the Energy Park site warrant 

description, because several caches of hoes and other agricultural implements 

were probably ritually deposited together in features.  The first of these caches 

was found in Block 1, which is located in the eastern part of the site.  This part of 

the site produced a surprising number of bison scapula hoes, with five features 

within a four-meter radius containing a total of 12 hoes.  Of those features, 

Feature 8 stands out because of the quantity of hoes and the arrangement of the 

assemblage.  The feature was a small, shallow basin 80 cm in diameter but only 

34 cm deep.  The pit was filled with a high density of material that included 

quantities of shell, bone, and fire-cracked rock.  Seven bison scapula hoes were 
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Figure 5.17.  Bison scapula hoes and picks per square meter excavated. 

 

Sub-
region 

Sq 
meters 

Bison 
hoes Hoes/m

RW West 5285.8 72 0.0136 
RW East 585.35 7 0.0119 

Figure 5.7.  Bison scapulae per square meter excavated, by side of the Mississippi 

River.  See Appendix B for details.   

 

positioned at the bottom of the basin. The arrangement of the hoes hints that 

they were not simply casually discarded, for their proximal ends were neatly 

stacked together to form a 90-degree angle (Figure 5.18).  An elk antler rake,  
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Figure 5.18.  Stacked bison scapulae in situ in feature 8 at the Energy Park village.   



 

 
194 

 

 

three sandstone abraders, a non-rolled vessel rim, and a cube of galena make 

up the rest of the Feature 8 assemblage. 

During the 1990 excavation season, the team excavated a block in the 

center of the village where geophysical studies suggested there was a very large, 

deep refuse pit.  Several other pits of this sort had been discovered earlier in the 

same area.  The geophysical evidence coupled with a generally low surface 

artifact density hinted that the area might represent a house with surrounding 

storage and refuse pits.   

As the geophysics indicated, this pit, feature 85, was indeed large and 

deep.  It measured about a meter in diameter and extended over a meter and a 

half into the subsoil.  Unlike feature 8 described above, few artifacts were 

encountered as excavation of the feature proceeded.  The upper levels of fill 

contained portions of a small pottery vessel, two drilled shell beads, and a 

scraper of Grand Meadow Chert, as well as fragments of stone and bone, but 

overall, the artifact density was light.  By the time the excavators reached the 

bottom, however, it had turned out to be quite different.  Ultimately excavators 

discovered the pit was bell-shaped (Figure 5.19) and contained a wide variety of 

artifacts.   

Bell-shaped pits are known to have been a common type of cache pit for 

storing harvested vegetables in historic times (see Wilson 1917).  If plant 
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materials had originally been cached in the pit, they had long since decomposed.  

What remained at the bottom of the pit, however, was an assemblage of well-

worn agricultural tools. 

The artifacts arranged at the bottom of the pit (Figure 5.20) included four 

very worn bison scapula hoes, three elk antler rakes, six deer mandibles for 

removing corn kernels from a cob, a granite grinding stone, a depleted core of 

Grand Meadow Chert, and red ocher.   

Gilbert Wilson’s early-twentieth century writings about the gardening 

practices of a Hidatsa woman and her memories of traditional tools used along 

the Missouri River in North Dakota are illuminating.  Wilson (1917:87) illustrates 

bison scapulas attached to handles and used as hoes by native gardeners on the 

Plains.  Likewise, deer and elk antler were similarly used in cultivating plants and 

maintaining agricultural fields.  Round grinding stones flattened on one side are 

known to have been used to grind corn and other plant materials. 

The collections of tools in features 8 and 85 probably did not accumulate 

over a long period of time.  The items in each assemblage are unified by a 

common theme – agriculture – and so do not appear to be a random refuse 
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Figure 5.19.  Profile of feature 85 at the Energy Park village (from Dobbs and Breakey 

1993).   
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Figure 5.20.  Artifacts in situ near the bottom of feature 85 at the Energy Park village.  

Visible are bison scapula hoes, elk antler picks, and deer mandibles.   
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 deposit.  Each assemblage was surely placed in its pit together as a discrete 

deposit – a snapshot of an event, frozen in time.  The moments in time when 

features 8 and 85 were filled provide us with an extraordinary look at a range of 

agricultural tools used at this village and the treatment they were given near the 

end of their use-lives.   

What caused the wholesale discard of agricultural artifacts into these pits?  

In both cases, the scapulas and antlers are very worn down from use, so it 

seems unlikely they were cached in the deep pit to be recovered at a later time.  

It is entirely possible that they were simply thrown out because they were worn 

out.  However, the grinding stone and mandibles in feature 85 do not appear to 

have been expended.  That a range of agricultural and plant processing tools 

were all saved by a household, or collected from several households and that 

they were placed in the pit as a single event, suggest that the deposit was quite 

deliberate.  There may be some deeper symbolic meaning to their placement.  

The cube of galena in feature 8 and red ocher in feature 85 support the notion 

that these may have been ritual deposits.  Given the relative paucity of bison 

bone in eastern sites, it is perhaps not surprising that nothing of the sort has yet 

been found in villages east of the Mississippi River.   

To further support the argument that there were significant differences in 

the number and use of bison bone at the villages west of the Mississippi River, it 

should be noted that other classes of bison bone artifacts are present in Bryan 
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site bone assemblages that are not present in other site assemblages.  Their 

presence raises the proportion of bison elements per excavated square meter.  

Gibbon (1979) reports a punch and a cleaver made from bison scapulae, a bison 

rib knife, and a hide grainer made from a bison bone in features excavated by 

Wilford in 1954.  He also reports an additional hide grainer fashioned from a 

proximal bison humerus in Wilford’s 1951 collection and notes that at least a 

dozen other similar hide grainers are in private collections (Gibbon 1979:40).   

Eight bison humerus hide grainers (Figure 5.21) are also in the 

unsystematic Adoph Link collection and one is in the well-documented Johns 

collection from the Bryan site.  It is not clear if these are included in Gibbon’s 

count.  Hide grainers (Baerreis 1968:136) are sometimes referred to as 

cancellous abrading tools, because it is believed that the exposed cancellous 

tissue of these tools was used in the processing of hides (Mooney 1910:592).  

They are a typical Plains Village tool type that is also often found on western 

Oneota sites in the Prairie Penninsula (Henning 2004:516).  Additionally, the Link 

collection includes a squash knife made from the blade of a bison scapula 

(Figure 5.22).   
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Figure 5.21.  Example of a bison humerus hide grainer from the Bryan village (Link 

Collection, Science Museum of Minnesota).   
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Figure 5.22.  Squash knife made from the blade of a bison scapula from the Bryan 

Village (Link Collection, Science Museum of Minnesota).   
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Ceramics 

 

 

In this section several additional aspects of the ceramic assemblages from 

the Mero and Bryan villages are compared.  As was discussed in the previous 

chapter, ceramic vessels from the Red Wing Locality are dominated by shell 

tempered jars with incised designs applied to the shoulders.  Two general forms 

of jars predominate:  jars with necks and neck-less jars with rims that are either 

rolled or slightly drawn up from the shoulder.  Additionally, shoulders vary from 

rounded to sharply angled at the juncture of the shoulder with the lower vessel 

body.  However, angled shoulders are only found on neck-less vessels, while 

rounded shoulders occur on vessels with either rim treatment.  The stratified 

house basin deposits at the Mero village indicate that high-rimmed neck jars 

appear later in the sequence, while rolled or stubby rimmed jars without necks 

occur throughout the sequence.  It is assumed that the same situation is true at 

the Bryan site.   

In Chapter 4 vessel form was used to establish chronological trends in 

village deposits.  In this section, paste, design application, and non-local wares 
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are compared, with the intent of further differentiating the ceramics from the two 

sides of the Locality.   

 

Ceramic Paste Characterization 

 

During my initial examination of ceramic collections from the Mero and 

Bryan villages, it became apparent that the ceramics from the two sites had a 

different “feel” to them.  At an abstract level, these seemed to be a difference in 

the quality of execution of the ceramics in the two assemblages.  At a more 

concrete level, the vessels felt texturally different.  A cursory look at the surfaces 

of several sherds under 10X magnification revealed that vessels from the Mero 

village tended to be made from a gritty clay that contained relatively large quartz 

grains, while those from Bryan tended to be made from remarkably smooth clay 

that contained either very small quartz grains or no grains at all.  This difference 

could be the result of either cultural or perhaps environmental differences.  In 

other words, it could be the result of the use of different clay sources or of the 

use of different techniques in processing and refining clay from the same source.  

Since the size of inclusions is very small in ceramics at both sites, it seems more 

likely that it is the result of potters using different clay sources than the result of 

elaborate refining techniques.  Still, separate clay source utilization could be due 
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to differential access to clay beds, preference of the potters for different clays, or 

both.   

A preliminary and impressionistic visual analysis was performed with the 

purpose of recognizing a difference in paste from the two sites.  A sample of 123 

vessel rims was examined for the size and amount of inclusions.  Vessels that 

were clearly stylistically non-local were not included.  Sixty vessel rims from the 

1992 IMA Mero site collection, and 63 vessel rims from the 1999 IMA Bryan site 

collection and the Johns Bryan site collection were examined.  These three 

collections are stored at the Science Museum of Minnesota, so were used for this 

study out of convenience.   

The surfaces of each sherd were examined under 10X magnification with 

a binocular dissecting microscope.  Inclusion grain size was characterized using 

the Wentworth scale (Wentworth 1922) of particle sizes and copper wire 

standards.  The largest sand grain diameters for each sherd were classified as 

very coarse (1mm to 2mm), coarse (0.5mm to 1mm), medium (0.25mm to 

0.5mm), fine (0.125 to 0.25mm), or very fine (less than 0.125mm).  The 

percentage of inclusions in each sherd was estimated using comparison charts 

for visual estimation (Terry and Chilingar 1955; Matthew et al 1991).  

Sphericity/roundness of grains was also noted (Orton et al 2003:239).   

Table 5.8 and Figures 5.23, 5.24, and 5.25 show the results of the 

inclusion size comparisons.  The majority of vessels in the Bryan site sample 
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contained inclusions that were characterized as very fine (52%), with vessels 

with fine (27%) and medium (21%) inclusions making up the remainder.  No 

Bryan site vessels were classified with coarse inclusions.  In contrast, 82% of the 

vessels in the Mero site sample contained medium inclusions, with 8% 

characterized as fine and 10% as coarse.  No vessels in the Mero site sample 

were classified as very fine.   

Tables 5.9 and 5.10 show the percentages of inclusions from both 

samples divided into medium and larger, and fine and smaller categories.  What 

is noteworthy here is that 40 out of 50 vessels in the Bryan sample that contained 

only inclusions that were fine or smaller also contained the lowest percentage of 

inclusions (0 to 1%) altogether.  Part of this is due to the simple fact that smaller 

grains contribute less to the overall percentage of the whole clay fabric.  

However, these sherds are remarkably smooth in texture and sand inclusions.   

The results of this analysis suggest that potters living at the Mero and 

Bryan villages probably used separate clay sources.  This is compatible with the 

results of the stone raw material analysis above and further supports the notion 

that villages within the Red Wing Locality maintained 
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Inclusion size Mero Bryan 
Very fine 0 33 
Fine 5 17 
Medium 49 13 
Coarse 6 0 
Very coarse 0 0 

Figure 5.8.  Inclusion grain size comparisons.   

 

 

 

Figure 5.23.  Relative percentages of paste inclusion sizes in ceramic samples from the 

Bryan and Mero villages.   
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Figure 5.24.  Comparisons of the percentage of inclusions per grain size per site in the 

combined sample.   

 

 

Figure 5.25.  Number of sherds from each grain size category per site.   
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Percent of inclusions - Medium and larger 
Bryan 
(n=13) 

Mero 
(n=50) 

0 to 1% 5 1 
3% 2 6 
5% 3 23 
10% 3 12 
15% 0 4 
20% 0 4 

Figure 5.9.  Ceramic paste inclusions, medium and higher.   

 

 

Percent of inclusions - Fine and smaller 
Bryan 
(n=50) 

Mero  
(n=4) 

0 to 1% 40 0 
3% 4 3 
5% 2 2 
10% 3 0 
15% 1 0 
20% 0 0 

Figure 5.10.  Ceramic paste inclusions, fine and smaller.   

 

separate resource catchment areas.  However, because of the coarse nature of 

this experiment the results have to be considered preliminary.   

Thorough compositional analyses have not yet been performed on Red 

Wing ceramics, although this will surely be a fruitful future line of inquiry.  In the 

only documented compositional analysis, James Stoltman analyzed a small 

sample (n=15) of thin sections of sherds from the Mero village for Rodell’s PhD 
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dissertation (Rodell 1997:313-317).  He observed some compositional 

differences between vessel types.  Still, all vessels had an overall similar matrix 

of sand and silt frequencies when compared to a Middle Missouri tradition 

Mitchell Modified Lip sherd from the site.  This led Stoltman and Rodell to 

conclude that the Mitchell Modified Lip sherd was not a local imitation, but an 

import and that the others were of local manufacture from the same general 

source.  Therefore, it is assumed that the vessels analyzed above are also of 

local manufacture.   

 

Application of Designs 

 

The predominant method of decorating Red Wing Locality jars was 

incising.  The term “trailing” is found in some local literature, but the term is not 

universally used.  Therefore, incising will be used here to describe the application 

of the majority of designs on Red Wing pots.  Following Shephard (1956) and 

Holley (n.d.), incising is performed by pressing a tool or finger into the surface of 

the pot to create a design before firing and while the paste is pliable, but not 

hard.  At Red Wing designs are nearly universally applied to the area above the 

shoulder and below the rim.  Holley (n.d.:11-12) found that some 90% of rolled 

rim jars and 100% of neck jars exhibited incised designs.  This is in marked 
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contrast to the Stirling Phase at the Cahokia site, where less than 25% of the jars 

displayed incised designs.   

A sample of 85 rolled rim or related vessels with rolled or stubby rims with 

OD/NL ratios of greater than 14.9 and enough shoulder incising present to record 

width, depth, and degree of intaglio was selected from the Mero and Bryan 

villages for analysis of incising.  Neck-less jars were selected because of their 

apparent continuity in the ceramic sequence (see Chapter 4).  Incising data for 

40 vessel rims from features from Wilford’s 1954 and Dobb’s 1984 excavations 

from the Bryan village were provided by George Holley.  Additionally, incising 

data were collected from 10 vessel rims from four features from Schirmer’s 1999 

excavation of the Bryan village.  Incising data from 24 decorated vessel rims 

were collected from features from the 1992 IMA and 1948 WAS excavations of 

the Mero village.  Incising data from an additional 11 decorated vessel rims from 

the 1974 UWM excavations of the Mero village were obtained from Rodell’s PhD 

dissertation (Rodell 1997).   

Three attributes were recorded for incised lines.  Width and depth of 

incising are self-explanatory and were measured in millimeters.  Intaglio occurs 

when the tool used for incising is pressed into wet clay to render a cameo of the 

design in relief on the interior wall.  The strength of intaglio is related to the 

pressure of the incising, wall thickness, and the point of drying at which the 

vessel was incised, i.e., incising in wet clay will produce a stronger intaglio effect 
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than incising into dryer clay.  A three category scale was used to record strength 

of intaglio, following Holley (n.d.).  A vessel was considered to have strong 

intaglio when the design can be seen on the interior wall with the naked eye.  A 

vessel was considered to have weak intaglio when the design cannot be seen, 

but can be detected by running the fingers across the interior wall.  Finally, 

intaglio was considered absent when the design could not be seen or felt on the 

shoulder interior.   

 

  

Width 
(mm) - 
min 

Width 
(mm) - 
max 

Width 
(mm) - 
ave 

Depth 
(mm) - 
min 

Depth 
(mm) - 
max 

Depth 
(mm) - 
Ave 

Bryan 1.7 13.8 5.9 0.2 2.6 1.3 
Mero 0.6 7.2 4.7 0.3 1.7 0.9 

Figure 5.11. Dimensions of line incising on ceramic vessels.   

 

The results show that there are slight differences between the sites in the 

application of design.  Decorations on the Bryan site vessels tended to be incised 

more widely and deeply than vessels from the Mero site (Table 5.11 and Figure 

5.26).  This resulted in designs that are displayed more prominently.  Incising on 

Bryan site vessels ranged from 1.7 mm to 9.7 mm in width, with an average of 

5.1 mm.  For the Mero site vessels, incising width ranged from 0.6 mm to 7.2 

mm, with an average of 4.8 mm.  Depth of incising ranged from 0.2 mm to 2.6 
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mm on Bryan site vessels and from 0.3 mm to 1.7 mm, with an average of 0.9 

mm, on Mero site vessels.   

The difference between sites in the presence or absence of an intaglio on 

the interior walls is more dramatic.  Sixty percent of the Bryan site vessels 

exhibited strong intaglio effects on the interior wall, while only 12% of vessels 

lacked the intaglio effect.  This contrasts with the Mero site vessels where only 

4% exhibited strong intaglio, with the remaining 96% having weak intaglio (42%) 

or no intaglio (54%) (Table 5.12 and Figure 5.27). A Chi-Square test for 

independence indicates that it is highly improbable that this distribution is random 

(X2 (df=2, n=74) = 24.64, p < .001). The presence of a strong intaglio has a 

cognate on the prairies to the west of the Red Wing Locality.  Knudson 

(1967:263-267) reports that Middle Mississippian-like Ramey Broad Trailed-type 

vessels from the Cambria site in south-central Minnesota often display a defined 

intaglio effect.  The difference in intaglio at Bryan and Mero could reflect 

differences in ceramic manufacturing traditions, such as the point during the 

drying process when a pot was decorated.  However, in this study it is sufficient 

to say that there were differences in the incising habits of the potters in the two 

villages, without reference to the origin of this difference.   
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Figure 5.26.  Dimensions of line incising on decorated ceramics.   
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Figure 5.27.  Comparison of intaglio effect, Bryan and Mero villages.   
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  Strong Weak Absent 
Bryan 30 14 6 
Mero 1 10 13 
      

  
Strong 
% 

Weak 
% 

Absent 
% 

Bryan 60% 28% 12% 
Mero 4% 42% 54% 

Figure 5.12.  Occurance and degree of intaglio effect on ceramic vessels. 

 

 

Non-Local Ceramics 

 

The vast majority of ceramics found at the Mero and Bryan villages are 

shell-tempered wares of either the Upper Mississippian, Oneota tradition or 

vessels inspired by the Middle Mississippian tradition.  These ceramics in and of 

themselves indicate contacts over a wide area, as pottery of both traditions have 

been found in contexts across the eastern and plains regions of the United 

States.  However, other wares that are decidedly non-local are present in 

different degrees at both villages, too.   

Plains and eastern prairie wares have been found at both villages, but in 

differing amounts.  They are most numerous in collections from the Bryan village, 

where Dobbs (1991:28) reports ceramics related to prairie complexes, such as 
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Cambria, Mill Creek, Great Oasis, and Middle Missouri.  A survey of the Link 

Collection also revealed significant numbers of vessels of these traditions from 

Bryan (Figure 5.28).  Conversely, Rodell reports only one vessel rim of the 

Middle Missouri Tradition in the UWM assemblage from the Mero Village (Rodell 

1997:265).  He also notes two additional Mill Creek vessel rims from somewhere 

northeast of Lake Pepin in a collection at the Milwaukee Public Museum that was 

donated by a private collector.  The IMA collection from the Mero village does not 

contain any plains or prairie complex wares.   

The relationship of the Red Wing Locality to Cambria sites along the 

Minnesota River remains unresolved.  Cambria-type ceramics have been 

reported from the Red Wing Locality at the Silvernale (Wilford 1952a), Bryan 

(Dobbs 1991; Stortroen 1957; Wilford 1952b, 1984), and Bartron (Gibbon 1979) 

villages.  These ceramics are either Cambria type A or Cambria type C, both of 

which are Middle Mississippian inspired types (Wilford 1945).  Grit tempering is 

the only differentiation between these wares and the shell-tempered Middle 

Mississippian inspired pottery that is common at Red Wing Locality sites.  In fact, 

shell-tempered vessels that are in all other ways the same as Cambria types A 

and C have also been found at the Cambria site (Figure 5.29).  Cambria pottery 
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Figure 5.28.  Examples of pottery of Prairie Complexes from the Bryan site (Link 

Collection, Science Museum of Minnesota).   
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types that are not Middle Mississippian-inspired have not been found at the Red 

Wing Locality.  Therefore, until more analysis has been done on the variability of 

Cambria types A and C ceramics, and Middle Mississippian-inspired ceramics 

from Red Wing, the presence of Cambria populations at Red Wing, while not 

unexpected due to the proximity of the archaeological cultures in the region, is 

inconclusive.  Still, it is noteworthy that no Cambria ceramics have been 

specifically identified from the Mero village.  This could well be due to differences 

in terminology, for grit-tempered sherds with smooth surfaces are present in 

small amounts in both the UWM and IMA collections from Mero.   

Non-local Late Woodland wares of the Grant Cord Impressed and Fred 

Edwards Cord Impressed types, which are found in greatest numbers in 

southwestern Wisconsin and northeastern Iowa (Finney 1993; Tiffany 1982) have 

also been found at both the Bryan and Mero villages.  Again, vessels of these 

types are most numerous in collections from the Bryan village (Figure 5.30).  This 

may indicate a stronger connection between Bryan and these southern areas 

than between that area and Mero.  One shell-tempered Fred Edwards Cord 

Impressed vessel rim with a handle is in the UWM collection from the Mero 

village (Figure 5.31).   
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Figure 5.29.  Shell-tempered vessel fragment from the Cambria site (Minnesota 

Historical Society).   
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Figure 5.30.  Southwestern Wisconsin and northeastern Iowa wares from the Bryan 

village.  Top, grit-tempered Grant Cord Impressed sherds.  The three fragments in the 

center row are from the same vessel.  Bottom, shell-tempered Fred Edwards Cord 

Impressed vessel fragments.   
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Figure 5.31.  Fred Edwards Cord Impressed vessel rim from the Mero village (University 

of Wisconsin-Milwaukee collections).   
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Summary 

 

 

The data presented in this section clearly demonstrates differential access 

to and use of regional resources and different connections to regional 

populations among villages in the Red Wing Locality.  This is illustrated by a 

difference in the use of regional stone raw materials for tool making at Mero and 

Bryan, a suggestion made earlier by Wendt (1986b) in his study of projectile 

points.  These differences are documented in this section by comparisons of 

multiple artifact classes from Bryan and Mero, as well as by data from the 

Burnside School and Adams sites.  Not only is the profile of local Prairie du 

Chien chert chipping debris different, but villagers at the Mero and Bryan villages 

were obtaining the majority of their non-local stone from nearly 100 km in 

opposite directions.  These comparisons support the notion that distinct patterns 

of interaction or mobility, or both, and separate hinterlands, characterized each of 

these major villages.  This conclusion is also supported by the patterning 

observed in the amounts of bison bone, the ceramic pastes used in the 

construction of pottery vessels, and in the amounts of non-local pottery wares at 

the two villages.   
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I conclude that Burghardt’s theory that settlements founded on opposite 

sides of major riverways tend to maintain separate hinterlands is supported for 

the Red Wing Locality:  the two sides of the Locality, east of the Mississippi River 

and west of the Mississippi River, should be considered distinct, but obviously 

related, entities in the Upper Mississippi River Valley.  Furthermore, the 

differences observed in the material culture of the Bryan and Mero villages 

suggest that they represent two distinct residential communities, and it is 

expected that the other large villages that compose the Red Wing Locality will, 

with further analysis, display this split, too.  A subsidiary conclusion of the study 

is that Burghardt’s theory applies as well to precontact settlements.   
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CHAPTER SIX:  AGGREGATION AT THE RED WING LOCALITY 

 
 
 
 

It is believed here that aggregation is a keystone to understanding 

community at the Red Wing Locality.  Red Wing has long been recognized as a 

locale of intense social interaction (see Gibbon 1979; Schirmer 2002, 2004, 

2006), and the process of aggregation can serve as an explanatory model to tie 

together the residential community concept with the concepts of symbolic and 

sustainable communities (see Chapter 3).  Aggregation, simply defined, is the 

process of people coming together for social intercourse.  Therefore, an 

aggregation center is a locale that provides the means for face-to-face interaction 

between regional groups that maintain the social, political, and spiritual lives of 

the individuals involved.  The periodic gatherings at aggregation centers are 

complex events where marriages are arranged, funerals are performed, disputes 

are settled, and religious ceremonies are held (Meyer and Thistle 1995:406).   

Conkey (1980) outlined several criteria for identifying aggregation in 

archaeological contexts.  These are large sites for the area, a location with 

seasonally productive food resources, many classes of artifacts and features 

present, standardized artifact style “in concept and execution”, an abundance of 

portable art relative to the region, and evidence for ritual that organizes and holds 
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aggregation events together.  Holley (2006) added large pit facilities, delineated 

site boundaries with a void of inhabitable land separating centers, and evidence 

for a great deal of social intercourse and ritual, such as feasting, gaming, and 

shamanic practices.  Holley also notes a lack of internal site organization due to 

repeated short term visitations (Holley 2006:306), which is corroborated by 

Conkey, and by Meyer and Thistle, who describe features of all types abounding 

throughout aggregation centers.  In the following discussion, I divide these 

criteria into three main categories:  aspects of place, activities, and objects.  I 

evaluate evidence for each of these categories at the Red Wing Locality.   

 

 

Aspects of Place: Resourceful Location; Large, Bounded Sites; Site 

Maintenance 

 

 

The area around the Red Wing Locality is well known to be bountiful in 

natural resources and natural beauty.  Situated as the villages are upon well-

drained glacial outwash terraces along the banks of the Mississippi and Cannon 

Rivers near the confluence of numerous east and west flowing rivers (Cannon, 

Trimbelle, Vermillion, Wind, Chippewa) and creeks (Spring, Hay, Isabelle), site 
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locations provided access to the abundant riverine resources, which included 

those in the rivers themselves, in marshy lowlands, and in backwater areas.  

Moreover, at the time of the villages’ occupation, Lake Pepin, had its head in the 

middle of the Locality, at the southern end of Prairie Island (Dobbs and Mooers 

1991).  Lake Pepin is an expansive river-lake within the Mississippi River that 

was formed by the delta of the Chippewa River at its southern end.  In addition to 

its biological resources, Lake Pepin would have provided along with towering 

Barn Bluff and Prairie Island, a recognizable landmark for travelers in the area.   

The Mississippi River itself is a major flight route for migratory birds.  

Perennial springs dot the landscape, with several between the Bryan and Energy 

Park villages (Figure 6.1).  Upland areas of deciduous woodland and oak 

savanna provided additional biodiversity that could be exploited.  Schirmer 

(2002:62-68) details four environmental zones within the region of the Red Wing 

Locality, each of which contributed to a heightened biodiversity and therefore a 

diversity of subsistence options for those living in the area: dry, exposed upland 

areas; less dry, protected upland areas; dry, exposed lowlands; and moist to wet, 

protected lowlands.  The prairie-forest border encroaches upon the deciduous 

zone just to the west of the Locality (Figure 6.2), which would have allowed 

reasonably easy access to prairie plants and animals, including bison.  All of  
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Figure 6.1.  Locations of perennial springs along the Cannon River and elsewhere west 

of the Mississippi River.   
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these features contributed toward attracting and maintaining a resident 

population, and they would have created an appealing location for aggregation 

by visiting populations.   

The villages of the Red Wing Locality are some of the largest, intensively 

occupied sites in Minnesota and western Wisconsin during the period of 

approximately AD 1000 to 1350.  The village areas themselves measure 

between 2.5 and 8 hectares in area (Schirmer 2002:54).  When the areas of the 

associated mound groups are added, individual mound/village complex areas 

more than double in most cases.  That these large sites emerged at Red Wing 

indicates a consolidation of populations into the region.   

The chronology of the emergence of these sites into large villages is not 

known, but suffice it to say that they were a new development in the Upper 

Mississippi Valley north of LaCrosse and Trempealeau.  In Red Wing, earlier 

Late Woodland sites tended to be small campsites along the river bottoms 

(Dobbs 1990; Wendt and Dobbs 1993).  This lack of prominence of Late 

Woodland sites in the area contributes to our lack of understanding of the 

appearance of these archaeological cultures in the area of the Locality.  

Furthermore, the paucity of Late Woodland pottery on Red Wing Locality villages  
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Figure 6.2.  Vegetation zones in the Upper Midwest showing and proximity of Lake 

Pepin to the prairie-forest border to the west (from Engstrom and Almendinger 2008).   
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indicates that the village areas were not intensively occupied prior to the 

introduction of the shell-tempered Middle Mississippian-inspired and Upper 

Mississippian, Oneota, wares that dominate the assemblages.   

Holley (2006:306) notes that a small void of about 0.5 km of habitable land 

exists between Late Woodland aggregation centers in the American Bottom.  

These voids may have served to delineate and maintain boundaries between 

centers and aggregation events.  Conkey (1980) notes that Upper Paleolithic 

aggregation centers were spaced at regular intervals of about 50 km at locations 

where major rivers converge.  Meyer and Thistle (1995:413) also note that 

precontact and early contact Algonquian aggregation centers are clustered on 

both sides of the Saskatchewan River where subsidiary rivers converge.  At Red 

Wing, a location where several rivers drain into the Mississippi, the major villages 

are spaced at regular intervals of between approximately 0.5 km to 5.0 km on 

both sides of the Mississippi, approximating the patterns noted by Holley and 

Meyer and Thistle.  The Cannon River villages (Bryan, Energy Park, and 

Silvernale) are tightly clustered between one and two kilometers apart.  The 

areas between are inhabitable middle terrace areas similar to the locations of the 

villages, but it has been suggested that these areas might have been occupied 

by contiguous groups of mounds (Gibbon 1979).   
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The major villages overlooking the east bank of the Mississippi River are 

more widely dispersed.  The Double site lies about 3.5 km upstream and the 

Adams site lies about 5 km downstream from the Mero terrace.  However, the 

two major villages of the Mero terrace are only about 0.5 km apart.  The edges of 

the two mound groups that border the village areas of the Mero and Mero 2 

villages are only 0.25 km apart.  While relatively little is currently known about the 

Mero 2 village, surface collecting over the site suggests it is of a similar character 

to the Mero site and other major villages of the Locality (Wendt and Dobbs 1989).  

This indicates that inhabitants of these large and closely neighboring villages 

lived within easy sight and sound of each other among the over 500 burial 

mounds upon the Mero terrace.   

Site maintenance at Red Wing Locality villages can be viewed at two 

scales.  At the intra-habitation scale, there is a general lack of organization of 

features, which are densely scattered throughout the village.  This is true at the 

Bryan village, where large areas of the site have been made visible due to 

stripping for gravel mining (Gibbon 1979; Dobbs 1986, 1991a; Stortroen 1957; 

Schirmer pers. comm.; Wilford 1952b, 1957), although Schirmer (2002) suggests 

that features surrounding structures may be part of household clusters.  

Geophysical explorations at the Energy Park (Dobbs 1991b, 1993) and 

Silvernale (Dobbs et al 2003) villages indicate the same pattern of denseness 

and seemingly randomness in pit and structure features across these sites.  
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While geophysical prospecting is sorely needed across the Mero village, 

excavations show the same dense feature distribution (Rodell 1997, and Figures 

4.2 and 4.20, Chapter 4).  Thorough, fine scale spatial analyses of features by 

contents, type, function, and chronology have not been conducted, although 

Dobbs’ distributions of features by type from the 1984 excavations at the Bryan 

village do not show any obvious patterns.  This avenue of research could reveal 

patterning that is not yet detectable.  No central plaza or ordering of structures 

has been detected at any Red Wing Locality village. 

A wider lens reveals a definite order to the village-mound complexes that 

was maintained.  Mound and earthwork complexes are most often interpreted as 

public monuments, due to their size or number, and the cooperation of 

individuals required for their construction.  As public structures, they are 

intimately tied to community formation and maintenance.  Two alternative models 

for the spatial relationships of mounds, earthworks, and communities have been 

proposed by Clay (1991) and Ruby et al (2006).  The first, called a bulls-eye 

configuration, is where large mounds and earthworks form the central foci of 

social groups and stand at the center of corporate group territories.  Here, the 

great expenditure of time and labor to construct these structures stand as 

symbols of identity and power for the surrounding settlements.  An alternative 

arrangement exists, called the “hinge model”, where mounds and earthworks are 

instead located on the peripheries of settlements.  Hinge earthworks serve as 



 

 
233 

 

“contexts for intergroup interaction and negotiation” (Ruby et al 2006:125) in 

which:   

the ritual sites represent cooperative activity loci and not corporate 

expressions of ritual activity.  As such, they shifted from being the 

central places of group territories to loci between different groups 

that served as hinges between them.  Expressive of Broses [1979] 

emphasis upon cooperation between groups, they represent the 

architectural expressions of negotiations between groups. 

When the possibility of multiple inter-group cooperation is 

considered, the ritual settlement becomes an increasingly 

complicated pattern of overlapping territories and interacting 

corporate groups. (Clay 1991:20, quoted in Ruby et al 2006:125) 

 

The hinge model for earthworks applies to the major villages of the Red 

Wing Locality.  Each major village is associated with a crescent shaped group of 

mounds that encircles the sites on the upland sides.  As described in Chapter 2, 

these mounds most likely held deceased members of those affiliated in some 

way with the villages they border.  It should be noted that recent excavations in 

the Silvernale mound group revealed habitation features that underlay some of 

the mounds, which suggests that mounds were constructed over earlier village 

areas (Schirmer pers. comm.).  However, analysis of these deposits has not yet 

been completed.  Nevertheless, the existing mounds provided a ritual, funerary 
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boundary to the villages within which the burial of the deceased, the construction 

of the mounds themselves, and related activities occurred.   

The mounds did not necessarily mark regional territory, but, rather, were a 

part of and stood as symbols of the interactive and ritual activities that dominated 

aggregation events.  While the central mounds and earthworks are the focus of 

attention in the bulls-eye model, it is activities in village areas that the mounds 

encircle and that are the focus in a “hinge” configuration.   

Another large-scale aspect to overall site organization is the presence of 

palisades.  Walls may be constructed for various reasons.  The most 

fundamental reason to build a wall around or within a village is to delineate a 

boundary.  Walls define the limits of an area, both that which is within and that 

which is outside of the wall’s boundary.  This can be an entire village or some 

subset of a village, such as a precinct or neighborhood.  The most common 

purpose interpreted for log enclosures on sites in North America is protection.  

They are often seen as defensive initiatives to prohibit raids and protect residents 

of the community (Milner 2000:60; Schroeder 2006:118).  Substantial walls with 

embankments, bastions, and elaborate gates are not only suitable to provide 

protection, but also may have been a display of status meant to intimidate, 

inspire awe, and contribute to a sense of village identity (Milner 2000:62).   

However, palisades can also signal less outward initiatives.  In addition to 

keeping adversaries from violent attacks on the village interior and inspiring a 
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sense of awe, they also control access.  Palisades allow residents to monitor and 

control who is allowed to enter and participate in the social, political, and ritual 

activities of the interior areas of the village.  Restricted access ensures the 

domination of trade, exchange, and social intercourse by keeping unwanted 

visitors out of and, conversely, others within the bounds of the social activities 

that occur within the village.  Less substantial walls, while providing a barrier that 

can serve as some protection, were more likely meant to separate segments of 

the community, such as secular and sacred, and shield the activities of within 

from the view of outsiders (Schroeder 2006:118-119), thereby controlling both 

physical access and knowledge of the activities that were taking place within the 

walls.   

Excavations at the Bryan village in 1984 revealed the presence of two log 

palisade walls and the corner of a third that encompassed a portion of the site 

(Dobbs 1986, 1991a; Gibbon and Dobbs 1991).  One wall extended north to 

south through the western portion of the site.  The corner to a southern east to 

west extending wall was found at its southernmost extent.  Portions of a northern, 

roughly east to west wall was also found to extend parallel to the bluff edge that 

leads down to the Cannon River.  The individual posts of the palisade were 18 

cm to 20 cm in diameter and spaced an average of 60 cm apart.  No ditch and 

embankment was detected, nor evidence for rebuilding episodes.  Along the 

north wall was an elongated ancillary enclosure parallel to the palisade and 
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external to the palisaded area of the village, labeled Structure 4 (Figure 6.3) 

(Dobbs 1986).  The southern wall of this structure was the palisade itself.  Dobbs 

suggested the possibility that it was a bastion rather than a house (Dobbs 

1991a:36).  Given that no other bastions were identified along either wall of the 

palisade, it is also possible that this enclosure was a gate, which would have 

controlled access to the interior from the river.   

Rodell (1997:217-219) reports a possible palisade at the Mero village 

aligned northwest to southeast, which is roughly parallel to the bluff edge.  This 

was a series of 11 large posts ranging from 15 to 25 cm (18 cm average) in 

diameter, spaced between 40 cm to 1 m apart.  Posts within the wider intervals 

may not have been detected due to the presence of habitation features (Rodell 

1997:218).  The alignment of posts is not as clear as those at the Bryan village, 

but the diameters are comparable.   

Milner (2000) conducted an exhaustive survey of palisades from Mississippian 

and “northern settlements” in eastern North America, from which he collected 

data that included, when available, post diameters.  Northern settlements 

included Oneota, Fort Ancient, Iroquois, Monongahela, and mid-Atlantic Late 

Woodland complexes (Milner 2000:50).  Post diameter data were available for 



 

 
237 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.3.  Palisade posts and reconstructed spans of the enclosure at the Bryan village 

(redrawn from Dobbs 1991).  The possible gate (Structure 4) is highlighted along the 

north wall.   
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208 palisades (45 Mississippian, 163 northern settlements) (Milner 2000:56).  He 

found that over 80% of walls at Mississippian settlements were built with posts 

that averaged 15 to 25 cm in diameter, and more than 10% with posts that 

averaged over 25 cm in diameter.  Nearly 80% of palisades on northern sites, on 

the other hand, had posts with an average diameter of less than 15 cm, and less 

than 20% of northern palisades had posts that averaged 15 to 25 cm.  Milner’s 

view is that palisades fulfilled primarily defensive functions and interprets the 

difference in palisade size as a reflection of differences in sociopolitical 

organization.  He notes that relations and interactions in the northern Eastern 

Woodlands were often expedient and uncertain, and sometimes conflicting 

(Milner 2000:62).  The fragmented quality of societies in the north resulted in 

smaller palisades, which were erected quickly for protection at sites that were 

used for a long time.   

The palisade posts at the Bryan and Mero sites fall into the upper range 

for northern settlements and the mid-range for Mississippian settlements.  

However, the lack of bastions and rebuilding episodes suggests that the 

presence of a palisade at Red Wing Locality sites was not for the same reasons 

as those that resulted in the elaborate fortifications of Mississippian towns to the 

south.  Protection may have been one function of palisades around Red Wing 

Locality villages.  However, they may have served the additional function of 
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controlling access, which would be beneficial to the negotiation of socio-political 

status at aggregation events.  At Bryan, the walls were built once and seem to be 

around only a part of the settlement.  Furthermore, Dobbs suggests the 

enclosure separated sections of the site, for more Oneota high-rim pottery sherds 

are present outside of the palisade and features are less densely packed within 

the palisaded area (Dobbs 1986, 1991a).  Schirmer additionally indicates 

differences in plant-use traditions from features within the palisade as compared 

to those outside the palisade (Schirmer 2002).   

The aspects of place described above all seem to support the function of 

the Red Wing Locality as an aggregation center.  It is located in an abundantly 

resourceful location where several rivers converge.  The sites are also quite large 

for the region.  So, the region could have supported the periodic visitation of 

large populations, and the sizes of the large villages relative to the region 

indicate that they did accommodate relatively large populations.  Features within 

the villages are densely scattered throughout, suggesting a general lack of 

organization and the possibility of repeated, short, intensive occupations over 

time.  However, the villages did maintain a large-scale organization that included 

mound groups that encircled the entire villages, voids of habitable land that 

separated mound/village complexes, and a palisade at Bryan and a possible 

palisade at Mero that enabled controlled access to portions of the village 

interiors.   
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Aspects of Activities: Many Classes of Artifacts and Features; Large Pit 

Facilities; Evidence for Ritual Activities 

 

 

Conkey (1980) and Holley (2006) point out that aggregation centers are 

characterized by many classes of features and artifacts.  This characteristic is an 

indication that a wide variety of both everyday and ritual activities were taking 

place during aggregation events.  This is clearly the case at Red Wing, especially 

at large villages like Bryan and Mero, where all classes of artifacts are present.  

Inventories of artifact assemblages are available for Wilford’s and Dobbs’ 

excavations at the Bryan village (Dobbs 1986; Gibbon 1979; Stortroen 1957; 

Wilford 1984) and Alex’s 1974 excavation at the Mero village (Rodell 1997).  

These inventories indicate a wide variety of artifact classes represented, 

including hunting implements, such as projectile points and shell fishing lures and 

hooks, processing artifacts, such as hide scrapers, grinding stones, bone 

needles, and bone awls, and agricultural implements, such as bison scapula 

hoes, deer mandible sickles, and antler rakes.  Also present is considerable 

personal ornamentation, portable art of bone, shell, and stone, and highly 

decorated pottery vessels.  Portable art and ornamentation at Bryan and Mero 
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include copper mace pendants as well as mace iconography on pottery, a marine 

shell Long Nose God ornament from the Mero village (Beadle 1942; Lawshe 

1947), bone arm bands with Thunderer iconography at the Bryan village, 

marginella beads and a conch columnella from Bryan, and a variety of other 

bone, shell, and copper beads from both Bryan and Mero.  Several stone and 

ceramic pipes (as well as tobacco seeds) have been recovered at both villages 

and at other villages in the Locality.  The Bryan village has also produced several 

figurine fragments of clay and stone (Gibbon 1979; Link 1980a).  Cubes of 

galena, a non-local material used for white pigment, have been found at all of the 

major villages.  This includes a huge 341g cube recovered by Maxwell in Mound 

6 at the Mero site.   

The collection from the Mero 1991 and 1992 excavation also contains a 

variety of artifact classes.  Lithic artifacts include 20 sandstone abraders, six 

groundstone axes, adzes, and celts, a groundstone maul, a net sinker, six 

groundstone tools of unknown purpose, 12 grinding stones or manos, 15 bifaces, 

three blades, six heavy choppers, eight drills, one graver, two knives, 96 

projectile points, 89 scrapers, 28 hammerstones, 20 beads (one copper and 19 

bone), four cubes of galena, two pieces of mica, and nine pieces of red and 

yellow ochre.  Bone tools are not well represented in the 1991 and 1992 artifact 

collection.  This could be due to the emphasis placed on excavating the house 

basin rather than individual pit features during this project.  The fauna from the 
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excavation have also not been thoroughly analyzed.  It is possible that additional 

artifactual material will be identified when this is completed. 

 

Stone Discoidals 

 

Many gaming pieces in the form of stone discoidals have also been found 

at Red Wing villages.  Discoidals warrant further study, given their likely 

association with organized game-playing, which may have had particular bearing 

on the interpretation of the large villages at Red Wing as the locations of 

aggregation events, since games are often played as a peaceful method of social 

negotiation.   

Discoidal is a term archaeologists use to classify stones that have been 

modified to be disc-shaped.  Discoidals are often referred to as chunkey stones, 

as many of these disc-shaped stones are believed to have been used during the 

game of chunkey.  While all chunkey stones are discoidals, not every disc-

shaped stone is necessarily a chunkey stone. More chunkey stones have been 

recovered at Red Wing than elsewhere in the Upper Mississippi Valley.   

Chunkey is an ancient game of skill and endurance with roots that extend 

back more than 1,000 years.  The origins of the game are unknown, but the disc-

shaped stones used for playing have been found on archaeological sites dating 
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from at least the Late Woodland Period.  They are present at sites throughout the 

Eastern United States, along the Mississippi River from Minnesota down to 

Louisiana, and on the Great Plains.  According to Swanton (1946:548), it is a 

variation of a hoop and pole game that was played throughout the North 

American Continent.  The name “chunkey” comes from the Choctaw language 

chung ke, which translates into English as “running hard labor.”  The game was 

played for recreation, wagering, and to settle disputes.   

Written accounts of southeastern Indians from as early as the 16th century 

describe the game and the equipment used (e.g. Adair 1775).  The game was 

most often played in large squares or alleys of compacted earth and sand called 

chunkey yards.  These yards were often located in the centers of towns and 

villages in the Southeast and American Bottom regions (Culin 1992:485-488).  

George Catlin, who documented Mandan traditions along the Missouri River on 

the Great Plains in the mid-19th century, witnessed chunkey yards located 

outside of the village rather than in the center of the village (1841:132; in Culin 

1992:512).   

Chunkey is played by two players.  Simply stated, the object of the game 

is to throw a long pole, or javelin, at the rolling chunkey stone trying to knock it 

over or mark the place where it will come to a rest.  The player whose javelin 

lands closest to the chunkey stone scores a point and rolls the stone next.  The 

game begins with both players running abreast; the player with the stone then 
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rolls it across the yard.  As soon as he does this, both throw their javelins and 

continue to run toward the chunkey stone.  The game proceeds in this way, back 

and forth across the yard until a predetermined score is reached.   

Catlin (1841) provides a first-hand description of the game as played by 

the Mandan people on the North Dakota plains: 

 

The game of tchung-kee, a beautiful athletic exercise, which they 

seem to be almost unceasingly practicing whilst the weather is fair 

and they have nothing else of moment to demand their attention.  

This game is decidedly their favorite amusement, and is played 

near to the village on a pavement of clay, which has been used for 

that purpose until it has become as smooth and hard as a floor.  

For this game two champions form their respective parties, by 

choosing alternately the most famous players, until their requisite 

numbers are made up.  Their bettings are then made, and their 

stakes are held by some of the chiefs or others present.  The play 

commences with two (one from each party), who start off upon a 

trot, abreast each other, and one of them rolls in advance of them, 

on the pavement, a little ring of 2 or 3 inches in diameter, cut out of 

a stone; and each one follows it up with his “tchung-kee” (a stick of 

6 feet in length, with little bits of leather projecting from its sides of 

an inch or more in length), which he throws before him as he runs, 

sliding it along upon the ground after the ring, endeavoring to place 

it in such a position when it stops, that the ring may fall upon it, and 

receive one of the little projections of leather through it, which 

counts for a game 1, or 2, or 4, according to the position of the 

leather on which the ring is lodged.  The last winner always has the 
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rolling of the ring, and both start and throw the tchung-kee together; 

if either fails to receive the ring or to lie in a certain position, it is a 

forfeiture of the amount of the number he was nearest to, and he 

loses his throw; when another steps into his place.  This game is a 

very difficult one to describe, so as to give an exact idea of it, 

unless one can see it played – it is a game of great beauty and fine 

bodily exercise, and these people become excessively fascinated 

with it, often gambling away everything they possess and even, 

sometimes, when everything else was gone, have been known to 

stake their liberty upon the issue of these games, offering 

themselves slaves to their opponents in case they get beaten. 

 

The presence of chunkey stones is the only archaeological evidence that 

the game was played during pre-contact times.  Chunkey stones vary widely in 

size and material, ranging in size from 6 cm to over 10 cm in diameter.  They are 

often made from fine grained stone.  Many chunkey stones from the Southeast 

and in Mississippian contexts are highly polished and made out of colorful exotic 

stones.  Their beauty, fine workmanship, and often exotic materials suggest that 

they would have been highly prized gaming pieces.  According to Adair (1775): 

 

The hurling stones they [the Chickasaw] use at present, were time 

immemorial rubbed smooth on the rocks, and with prodigious 

labour; they are kept with the strictest religious care, from one 

generation to another, and are exempted from being buried with the 

dead.  They belong to the town where they are used, and are 

carefully preserved.   
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Chunkey stones from other contexts, however, are rough, more mundane, 

and made out of stone that was easily available.  This is the case with most of 

the chunkey stones at Red Wing, suggesting that these may have been made 

and used more expediently. 

While discoidals are relatively rare on Late Prehistoric sites in the Upper 

Midwest, they have been found often enough to be recognized, and they are 

considered to be a part of the overall material culture of Oneota and other Late 

Prehistoric groups of the region.  It is highly unusual, however, for more than a 

small handful to be found at any one location (see Henning and Schermer 

2004:515).  That said, no less than 12 discoidals have been found on Red Wing 

sites, the majority from the Adams site.  Several others have been found in 

Goodhue county that are not assigned to a particular site (Winchell 1911), and 

still others are rumored to be in private collections from the Adams site.  

Compared to other localities in the Upper Midwest, chunkey stones have clearly 

been found in particular abundance at Red Wing.   

The presence of chunkey stones at Late Precontact sites in the Midwest is 

often seen as evidence for Mississippian interaction or influences.  While this 

might be true in some cases, it must be acknowledged that the game was 

apparently well known to earlier Late Woodland groups in the region (e.g. Esarey 

2000:392; Fortier and Jackson 2000:124; Green and Nolan 2000:360-364; Harl 
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2000:271).  Perino (1971:112-116) outlined a chunkey stone typology for the 

American Bottom that contained four generalized types, two of which are 

considered Late Woodland.   

Chunkey stones from recorded contexts at Red Wing are similar to the 

Late Woodland Jersey Bluff and Mississippian Cahokia varieties defined by 

Perino.  The Jersey Bluff type is named for the Jersey Bluff Late Woodland 

people of Illinois and Missouri, who lived along the Lower Illinois River Valley and 

the adjoining Mississippi River valley (Perino 1971:112).  These stones tend to 

be thick, have rounded, convex edges, softer lines defining both edge and cup, 

and shallower cups in general than the Cahokia variety.  During Mississippian 

contact times, Jersey Bluff communities were making chunkey stones that were 

distinct in form from their Mississippian counterparts.  It is noteworthy that Jersey 

Bluff people apparently were determined to maintain a distinct style in their 

gaming pieces for this communal game in the face of Mississippian cultural 

influences.   

Cahokia varieties are so named because they are found in association 

with Mississippian assemblages or in Mississippian-influenced assemblages 

(Perino 1971:115).  Cahokia chunkey stones have sharp edges around the cups, 

thinness through the center, and flat to slightly convex outer edges.  Less 

frequently, some Cahokia chunkey stones are perforated through the center.   
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The Adams site alone has produced an inordinate number of chunkey 

stones.  Six were found during surface collecting over the site in 1985.  The 

former landowner had said that several others have been found over the years, 

which are in the private collections of her children.  The six from the 1985 surface 

collection are all broken and well-worn from use.  The types are evenly split 

between the Mississippian Cahokia type and the Late Woodland Jersey Bluff 

type.  It is interesting to note that these Late Woodland forms were co-occurring 

with Mississippian forms at a single component village that is relatively late in the 

chronological sequence of Red Wing sites (Holley n.d.).  The presence of Late 

Woodland chunkey stone forms with Mississippian types well after the main 

thrust of Mississippian inspiration at the Locality, along with the sheer numbers of 

chunkey stones at the Adams village, could indicate that the distribution and 

chronological placement of chunkey stone styles are not well-understood in the 

Upper Mississippi Valley 

Three Cahokia varieties are in the assemblage and all are fragments.  

One specimen is finely made from a metamorphic stone, with a deep cup rising 

to a sharp edge that drops abruptly into a flat profile.  The second is composed of 

non-local vesicular basalt or volcanic tuff.  This discoidal has a flat outer edge, 

with a peripheral ridge defining the edges of both faces.  The stone is very thin at 

the centermost portion of the fragment, suggesting the possibility that it was 

perforated in the center.  The third Cahokia stone is similar in form to the 
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previous, but made of sandstone.  In this case, the fragment is large enough to 

display the edge of a hole that perforated the center.   

Likewise, three chunkey stones of the Jersey Bluff variety are in the 

Adams site collection.  The first is a thick, coarse-grained pink granite stone with 

decidedly convex edges and shallow cups pecked out of each face.  The second, 

made from basalt, is similar to the first in form, but with slightly less concave 

faces.  The third is also basalt, but is crudely fashioned out from a thin basalt 

river cobble.  The surface has not been entirely pecked or polished like the 

others, as it displays cortex at some points.   

Chunkey stones have also been found at the Mero, Silvernale, and Bryan 

villages, but in smaller numbers compared to the Adams site.  A Cahokia type 

stone was found during Carleton College excavations of the Silvernale site in the 

1970s (Link 1980b) and a second is known from to be in a private collection.  A 

complete basalt Jersey Bluff type was found on the surface of the Mero village in 

the 1940s (Lawshe 1947).  A broken, unfinished basalt discoidal found in the fill 

of a house basin at the Mero village in 1992 appears to be similar to the Jersey 

Bluff type.  Finally, an unusual discoidal was found by collector Adolph Link at the 

Bryan village (Link 1980b). 

At a glance, the Bryan site discoidal is similar in overall size and shape as 

other discoidals from Red Wing sites.  The faces are parallel and the edge is flat.  

In cross-section, this stone appears rectangular.  It is made out of a hard, fine-
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grained, sedimentary stone.  It is unusual in that it is decorated.  Each face bears 

a deeply engraved line just within the outer perimeter.  A series of light incised 

lines forming an abstract and undefined pattern decorate one of the faces.  One 

cannot say with any certainty whether this discoidal was a chunkey stone or 

served a separate purpose.   

Winchell (1911) pictures six additional discoidals that are attributed to 

Goodhue County.  Since Winchell relied upon the explorations of Theodore 

Lewis and Jacob Brower, who spent most of their time in Goodhue County 

around the villages and mounds of the Red Wing Locality, it is not unreasonable 

to assume that these artifacts were found on or near one or more of these sites.  

Three discoidals appear from their profiles to be of Perino’s Salt River type.  Salt 

River is a Late Woodland variety, which is recognizable by its tapered, V-shaped 

edges.  The stone materials are diabase, red granite, and chert.  Of the other 

three, one is a perforated Cahokia-type made from basalt that was reportedly 

found by a collector along Lake Pepin (Brower 1903:Plate VII).  Another is a 

sandstone discoidal that appears to be of the Jersey Bluff type.  The last is a 

stylistically indeterminate specimen made from greywacke.  Finally, numerous 

chunkey stones and other discoidals found in the Red Wing area are held by the 

Goodhue County Historical Society and in private collections. 
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Feature Types 

 

A wide variety of feature types, including large pit facilities, are also 

present at the large Red Wing villages.  During his analysis of the 1983-1984 

excavations of the Bryan site, Dobbs classified features into nine types (Dobbs 

1986:48-50, 1991a:20).  Some of these were subsequently combined.  Table 6.1 

shows the numbers of features classified per type for the 1983-1984 Bryan site 

excavations, the 1991-1992 Mero site excavations, and the 1974 Mero site 

excavation.  During 1991 and 1992, 32 pit features were excavated that were 

determined to be cultural.  Of the 32 pit features, 25 could be assigned to Dobbs’ 

feature types based on field notes.  The other seven lacked descriptions or wall 

profiles.  Features from the 1974 Mero site excavation were assigned to types 

based on Rodell’s illustrations and descriptions (Rodell 1997:198 and figure 4.2).  

Unfortunately, only 13 of 57 excavated pit features had profiles drawn from the 

1974 project.  At both the Bryan and Mero villages, deep bell-shaped and 

cylindrical-shaped pits are common.  Also common are less definable, 

amorphous pits, shallow, basin-shaped pits, broad midden deposits, and hearth 

features, as well as various concentrations of artifacts.  Only feature type 8, 

which consists of shallow, circular corn concentrations, is unique to the Bryan 

site.  These concentrations of corn have not been identified at the Mero site or at 

any other Red Wing Locality village.   
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Several forms of structures, which were described in Chapters 2 and 4, 

have also been identified at the Mero and Bryan villages.  These include two 

semi-subterranean structures at Mero.  One of these is round with paired posts 

(Rodell 1997) and the other is a round basin that has straight lines of posts 

suggesting a square or rectangular house shape.  At Bryan, structures that are 

above-ground post structures and structures that have depressed, possibly semi-

subterranean, floors have been identified; these structures are both round and 

square in shape (Dobbs 1986; Gibbon 1979).  This variety in structure 

morphology may indicate differences in purpose and/or differences in the 

architectural traditions of those who built them.   

 

Feature Type Description 

Bryan (1983-

1984) 

Mero (1991-

1992) 

Mero 

(1974) 

Type One large, undercut storage/refuse pit 47   3 

Types Two and 

Three large, deep, irregular refuse pits 27 2   

Type Four broad, shallow depressions 6 7 1 

Types Five and 

Seven 

straight sided, flat bottomed refuse 

pits 97 3 4 

Type Six shallow, basin shaped pits 168 9 5 

Type Eight shallow, circular corn concentrations 10     

Type Nine circular, basin shaped burned areas 3 4   

Table 6.1.  Feature information, Bryan and Mero villages 
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Ritual Activities 

 

Evidence for ritual is most dramatic in the many mounds that surround the 

village areas.  Although relatively few mounds have actually been excavated, 

most of those that have been contained the remains of human burials (Gibbon 

1979; Johnson, et al 1969; Maxwell 1950, Wilford 1957b).  Particularly notable is 

a pyramidal platform mound within the Energy Park group surveyed by Lewis 

(Winchell 1911).  Platform mounds are generally interpreted as having been 

locations for the display of elite or ritual activities, which would have taken place 

on and around them.  Lewis also surveyed a circular flat-topped mound in the 

Bartron group.  Gibbon (2008) suggests that flat-topped circular mounds in 

western Minnesota and the eastern Dakotas may have been the result of internal 

wooden structures that have collapsed.   

Several effigy mounds were once present within village mound groups in 

the Red Wing Locality.  A bird effigy was at the southern tip of the Mero 2 group, 

and a panther and an effigy described as a wolf (Brower 1903) or a muskrat 

(Bergervoet 2007) were within the Mero group.  An elongated mound with a tail 

that has been casually interpreted as a spear point was within the Silvernale 

group.  This may also be interpreted as a muskrat or a tadpole, both of which 
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have rebirth/renewal connotations (see Mather 2007), a possibility that seems 

appropriate for a funerary context.  Unlike the usual configuration for effigy 

mounds in Wisconsin and Iowa, where groups of effigies make up mound groups 

(Birmingham 2000; Hurley 1975, Lapham 1855; Rowe 1956, Rosebrough 2008), 

effigy mounds in the Red Wing Locality are isolated amongst a group of conical 

mounds.  This gives the sense that effigy mound building was merely a small part 

of a larger mortuary tradition and that they were built by participants in broader 

aggregate funerary events.   

Other evidence for ritual at Red Wing has been suggested.  Individual pit 

features within villages also provide enticing evidence for ritual or intensive 

interaction events.  Schirmer (2002:243-245) identified depositional levels within 

features at the Bryan site that he interpreted as evidence for feasting.  These 

levels contain a wide variety and high density of artifactual, faunal, and plant 

remains.  Rodell (1997:477) points to the use of exotic, Mississippian-inspired 

iconography, such as Ramey designs on pottery, mace symbolism, and the 

marine-shell “Long Nose God” maskette found at the Mero village.  He goes on 

to say that these symbols were used in conjunction with ceremony, feasting, and 

ancestor worship (evidenced by the presence of mound ceremonialism as well as 

two “trophy skulls” found in a burned structure at the Bryan site (Gibbon 1979)).  

The purpose of these symbols was to remind “supporters and debtors of their 
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obligations, and possibly to keep rivals and potential usurpers in check” (Rodell 

1997:477).   

Moreover, several other artifact classes associated with ritualistic or 

shamanic activities have been found at the Mero and Bryan villages.  These 

include the aforementioned stone and clay pipes, along with an abundance of 

tobacco seeds (Schirmer 2002), figurines, decorated bone arm bands, and 

gaming pieces.   

Certain individual features seem to invoke the spirit of ceremonialism 

because of unusual patterning in their assemblages.  Features containing caches 

of well-worn agricultural implements at the Energy Park village, which were 

described in Chapter 5, are an example.  These may be the result of renewal 

ceremonies or ceremonies of abundance (see Pauketat and Emerson 1991).   

Another example is a large midden that was excavated by Katie and 

Verlan Johns in the northwest portion of the Bryan village.  The midden 

contained a considerable amount of exotic stone materials.  While the midden 

was disturbed (there is currently a large oak tree growing out of the middle of it) 

and the assemblage has not yet been thoroughly analyzed, the quantity of non-

local stone is unique for the Locality. 

Two raw stone types from the western Plains are readily identifiable – 

obsidian from the vicinity of Yellowstone National Park in western Wyoming, and 

Knife River Flint from western North Dakota (see Figure 5.16, Chapter 5).  Both 
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materials are extremely high quality and were traded throughout North America 

since at least Middle Woodland times (Brose 1994; Vehik and Baugh 1994).  The 

midden assemblage contains 24 obsidian artifacts weighing a total of 90 g.  One 

is a core and the others are flakes with various degrees of retouch.  Twenty-five 

artifacts of Knife River Flint weighing a total of 272.7 g are also in the 

assemblage from the midden.  All of the Knife River Flint artifacts are retouched 

flakes.  It is interesting to note that with only four exceptions the entire stone tool 

assemblage from this feature is composed of informal, expedient tools for cutting 

or scraping.  Many of the obsidian and Knife River Flint tools and flakes have 

cortex present, indicating that the materials were brought to the site after only 

primary reduction at the primary collection sites hundreds to a thousand 

kilometers to the west.  The only formal tools are a bifacial knife of local Prairie 

Du Chein Chert and a knife of Burlington Chert.  Additionally, there is the 

aforementioned obsidian core and a Grand Meadow Chert core.  That this 

quantity of rare stone was discarded in a single feature suggests a ceremonial 

interactive event.   

Another example of a feature that appears to have been the result of ritual 

activity was uncovered by Schirmer during his salvage excavation of the Bryan 

village in 1999.  Feature 10 was a bell-shaped pit that contained animal bone 

elements of possible symbolic importance.  Bison scapula hoes were found in the 

upper levels.  This was followed by a layer of stone cobbles upon which rested a 
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fresh-water clam shell.  Beneath the cobble layer was a dog skull, a second neck 

vertebra of a bison and a deer mandible sickle.  Schirmer interprets this 

combination of artifacts as representing a symbolic uniting of the western prairies 

with the eastern woodlands and riverine habitats (Schirmer pers. comm. 2008).   

It is noteworthy that ritual features appear to be more common at the 

Bryan village than at the Mero village.  This may be due to the fact that only a 

small section of the Mero village has been excavated, while large areas of 

several sections of the Bryan village have been excavated.  Alternatively, this 

may reflect somewhat different functions at the two villages, with the Bryan 

village containing more evidence in support of an interpretation as an 

aggregation center than the Mero village. 

 

 

Aspects of Objects: Abundance of Portable Art; Standardized Style and 

Decoration of Art Forms 

 

 

An abundance of portable art is another characteristic of aggregation sites 

(Conkey 1980, 1984; Holley 2006; Meyer and Thistle 1995).  Its presence is 

related to the ritual and displays of identity that are prominent at such gatherings 
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of people from diverse backgrounds.  At Red Wing, an abundance of portable art 

relative to the surrounding area has been found in bone, shell, clay, and copper.   

Incised bone is perhaps the most common form of portable art at Red 

Wing.  Often these are nondescript fragments with notched or incised abstract 

designs.  Some of these may have been pieces of pendants or other 

ornamentation.  A number of incised bone pieces, however, are identifiable as 

armbands, several of which are decorated with Thunderer imagery.   

A total of seven bone arm band fragments has been found at the Bryan 

village, and one has been found at the Mero village.  The majority of these 

artifacts are cut from the flat blade of scapula or innominate bones, or even 

crania of large mammals, possibly bison.  One additional undecorated arm band 

from the Bryan site is made from a turtle shell.  The faces are polished and 

engraved when decorated; the reverse show thin tool marks from reducing the 

thickness of the bone or turtle shell.  They are bent to wrap around the arm of the 

wearer, who would fasten them with cords threaded through small holes on each 

end.  Plain and incised bone arm-bands have been found in Mill Creek 

(Anderson 1975:57) and Middle Mississippian (Harn 1980:99) contexts.   

Three of the arm bands from the Bryan site are decorated with what are 

interpreted as Thunderer figures (Figures 6.4, 6.5, and 6.6) (Gibbon 1979; 

Wilford 1957a).  All three figures have spotted breasts and tapered torsos similar 

to the bird on the Link vessel (Figure 4.19, chapter 4).  Bird designs with a 
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spotted breast have also been found on a rock outcrop along the Apple River in 

the St. Croix Valley (Figure 6.7), some 50 miles to the north of Red Wing and 

along the Rush River in Pierce County less than 10 miles northeast (Wendt 2005 

pers. comm.).  Fragments of a two other arm bands from the Bryan site and the 

one example from the Mero site appear to have been similarly decorated 

(Figures 6.8 and 6.9).   

Decorated objects of shell are also present.  The most striking of these is 

a Long Nose God maskette found by Bernard Beadle while surface collecting at 

the Mero village in 1942 (Figure 6.10) (Beadle 1942; Lawshe 1947).  Prior to the 

systematic excavations of Lloyd Wilford and Moreau Maxwell in the late 1940s, 

archaeology in Red Wing was primarily done by enthusiastic, avocational 

collectors.  While most artifacts found during this time lack detailed 

archaeological context, some iconic objects are still of great use toward 

understanding the nature of the Red Wing Locality.  Such is the case with Bernie 

Beadle’s find of a shell masquette at the Mero site.  Beadle described his 

collecting forays to Pierce County, Wisconsin, with Fred Lawshe in an oral 

recording on file at the Dakota County Historical Society.   

At the time, only nine similar artifacts had been found across a wide range 

of the Eastern United States (Williams and Goggin 1956).  Since then, a slightly 

larger handful of specimens have been reported from Florida, Alabama, 

Louisiana, Illinois, Missouri, Iowa, and Wisconsin (Hall 1997:147-148).  They are 
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exclusively made out of hammered sheet copper, bone, or, as is the case of the 

Mero site mask, marine shell (whelk) that is believed to have originated in the 

Gulf of Mexico.  All are attributed to associations with Middle Mississippian 

cultures.   

 

 

 

Figure 6.4.  Bone arm band with Thunderer design from the Bryan village (collections of 

the Minnesota Historical Society).   
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Figure 6.5.  Bone arm band with Thunderer design from the Bryan village (collections of 

the Minnesota Historical Society).   
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Figure 6.6.  Bone arm band with Thunderer design from the Bryan village (Link 

Collection, Science Museum of Minnesota).   

 

  
Figure 6.7 Thunderer petroglyphs with spotted breasts at site 47SC110 in the St. Croix 
Valley (Image and rendering courtesy Dan Wendt).   
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Figure 6.8.  Bone arm band from the Bryan village (collections of the Goodhue County 

Historical Society).   

 

 



 

 
264 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.9.  Bone arm band from the Mero village.   
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Figure 6.10.  Marine-shell maskette found by Bernie Beadle at the Mero village.   
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These maskettes are distinguished by remarkable similarities in overall 

appearance.  They are roughly triangular in shape; have wide, circular eyes with 

pupils in the center; a head-dress with a notch in the center and drilled holes for 

hanging; and a short slit for a mouth directly beneath a very pronounced nose.  

While overall they are clearly a particular artifact type, they do appear to come in 

two varieties: those with extremely exaggerated long noses, and those with 

comparatively shorter noses.  Consequently, they are commonly referred to as 

Long Nose Gods and Short Nose Gods, respectively. 

The Mero specimen is a Short Nose variety and is the only marine-shell 

maskette from the Upper Mississippi River valley.  It does bear subtle differences 

from typical masks.  First, there are notches on the sides of the face, which could 

represent ears, hair, or even a jaw line.  Second, holes for suspension are 

located in the center of the forehead, rather than at the sides, and the edges of 

the head-dress are rounded rather than abruptly notched.   

Several lines of evidence indicates that shell, copper, and bone Long and 

Short Nose God masks were worn as ear ornaments and head-gear.  The first 

record of such artifacts was a pair of copper specimens found behind the ears of 

an individual buried beneath the summit of the Big Mound in St Louis (Richards 

1870).  A large flint clay pipe sculpture found in the Craig Mound of the Spiro 

complex, known as the Big Boy pipe, is carved in the form of a seated male 
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wearing large Short Nose God ornaments on his ears (Hamilton 1952).  Picture 

Cave in east-central Missouri contains a pictograph that depicts a person who 

has vertical lines on his face and a white Long Nose God ear ornament.  Finally, 

a 7 to 11 year old child buried in Mound 3 of the Hacker South Mounds in the 

Illinois Valley was found to be wearing Short Nose God maskettes at his temples 

(Farnsworth et al. 2006)   

Three dates, from Missouri, Illinois, and Louisiana, are available to place 

Long and Short Nose God maskettes in chronological context.  Samples of 

charcoal pigments used to paint Picture Cave in Missouri were dated to 

approximately A.D. 1025 (Daiz-Granados and Duncan 2000:147).  Burial Pit 2 in 

Gahagan Mound A in northwestern Louisiana contained two copper Long Nose 

God maskettes.  Leather- and copper-covered wooden objects also found in 

Burial Pit 2 yielded dates of cal A.D. 1021 – 1160 in the two-sigma range 

(Emerson and Girard 2004:57).  Dates obtained from bone collagen extracted 

from the  skeleton in Mound 3 of the Hacker South Mounds in Illinois indicates 

that the child was probably buried between A.D. 1019 and 1127 (Farnsworth et al 

2006:655).  These three dates are all compatible with each other, and correlate 

with the Lohman and Stirling phases in the American Bottom, which date ca. 

1050-1200 (Emerson and Girard 2004:61).   

The social use of Long Nose God earrings is more complicated.  Robert 

Hall (1997) has made a convincing argument for associating Long Nose God 
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earrings with the Ho Chunk and Ioway mythological cycle of Red Horn, or He-

Who-Wears-Human-Heads-As-Earrings, a cycle recorded during historic times 

(Radin 1948).  While ornaments of this type are not known from historic contexts, 

the persistence of this oral tradition among the Chiwere-speaking Ho Chunk and 

Ioway could be related to a social memory of the use and symbolism of Long 

Nose God earrings stemming from the deep past.  In all likelihood this artifact 

arrived at the Red Wing Locality in a finished form, along with at least some 

version of the cultural practices in which it played a role.  At a very basic level it is 

a portable art object made from a shell that originated as far away as the Gulf or 

Atlantic Coast.  Finding  this material at Red Wing substantiates local 

participation in a system of interaction that involved connections to southern 

cultures and fits in well with the notion of aggregation centers in which socially 

charged exotic artifacts would be used in the political, social, and economic 

negotiations that would have taken place at such gatherings.   

Two copper mace pendants or batons have been found during surface 

collecting at the Mero village, one by Lawshe and the other by Dan Wendt 

(Figure 6.11) (Lawshe 1947; Wendt and Dobbs 1993).  Two others from the  
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Figure 6.11.  Copper mace pendent found during IMA surveys of the Mero village.   
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Figure 6.12.  Incised mace design on vessel from the Mero village.   
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Bryan village are known to exist in a private collection (Gibbon 1979).  Although 

not necessarily portable art, an unusual example of a mace-design incised into a 

shell-tempered pottery sherd was found at the Mero site (Rodell 1997) (Figure 

6.12) and what appears to be the end of the figure of a mace was found 

alongside incised lines on the interior of a high rim from the Double site (Penman 

1985, Rodell 1997).   

Copper pendants have been reported from late prehistoric and 

protohistoric contexts over a broad area of the Eastern Woodlands and Plains, 

where they have often been associated with the Southeastern Ceremonial 

Complex (Waring and Holder 1945; Howard 1968; Dye and Wharey 1989), a 

complex of ritual-related motifs.  In the upper Midwest, copper mace pendants 

have been reported from Fort Ancient contexts in Ohio (Drooker 1995), Oneota 

contexts in Iowa (Bray 1961), and from eastern Wisconsin (McKern 1945; Hall 

1962).  The Red Wing examples are the only reported examples from the Upper 

Mississippi valley.   

Representations of cross-shaped maces are known in other media from 

Mississippian sites, such as Etowah in Georgia, Moundville in Alabama, and 

Spiro in Oklahoma (Waring and Holder 1945; Howard 1968; Dye and Wharey 

1989), as well as in rock art (Daiz-Granados and Duncan 2000).  Scenes carved 

in shell or embossed into copper display individuals in ceremonial regalia holding 
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mace-shaped implements as scepters or weapons.  It is not unreasonable to 

interpret the mace pendants as symbols of the hand-held versions, which are 

brandished by individuals depicted on shell, copper, and stone.   

On occasions in which copper mace pendants have been found in burial 

contexts, they have been found placed upon the shoulders or chests of important 

people (Drooker 1995).  A brass mace pendant found in a child’s burial at the 

Madisonville site in Ohio indicates that the use of the mace symbol persisted into 

protohistoric times.  Thus, badges may have been social markers denoting 

elevated individual social status or group membership as well as participation in 

a wide-spread symbolic complex that was maintained in some form into historic 

times.  Like the Long Nose God, the mace symbol may have carried special 

significance and meaning that transcended the material importance of the copper 

itself.  Communicating the meaning of the mace symbol may have been the 

primary motivation for acquiring, or manufacturing, and using such an object.   

An additional fragment of a hammered copper object was found during 

surface collecting of the Adams village (Wendt 2001) (Figure 6.13).  The 

fragment does resemble other hammered copper items found in Upper 

Mississippian contexts in eastern and central Wisconsin (for example, McKern 

1945:233), but its incompleteness precludes a more precise description.  

However, it is reminiscent of the wings or tails of copper bird cut-outs that have 

been found in Wisconsin (Brown 1932; Hall 1962; McKern 1945).  Three of these 
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figures are known from Wisconsin – one from Fond du Lac County (Figure 6.14), 

one from Sauk County, and one from eastern Pierce County – less than 20 miles 

from the Adams site (Figure 6.15).  Additionally, similar figures are known from 

Arkansas and Tennessee (Hall 1962).  While the Adams site example does not 

bolster the hypothesis that the Bryan and Mero villages were foci of aggregation 

in the Red Wing Locality, it does support the view that sites on the eastern side 

of the Locality attracted populations from the east.   

Finally, other decorated objects of portable art found at the Bryan and 

Mero villages, and other Red Wing Locality villages include ear spools of ceramic 

and silver (Dobbs 1991a; Gibbon 1979), bear tooth (Lawshe 1947) and human 

tooth pendants (Kate Blue, pers. comm.), ceramic figurines (Link 1980a), and 

numerous beads of bone, shell, and copper, including marginella shell beads 

from the Bryan site (Fleming n.d.) that originated from the Gulf or Atlantic coasts.   
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Figure 6.13.  Wing or tail from a copper bird cutout from the Adams village (Science 

Museum of Minnesota).   
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Figure 6.14.  Copper bird cutout from Fond du Lac County, Wisconsin (collections of the 

Milwaukee Public Museum).   
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Figure 6.15.  Copper bird cutout from eastern Pierce County, Wisconsin (collections of 

the Logan Museum of Anthropology).   
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Conkey (1985:315) noted that material objects within aggregation centers 

tend to be standardized in concept and execution.  This is similar to observations 

of standards in pottery styles at pilgrimage centers, such as Chaco Canyon in the 

southwest United States (ref) and Chavin de Huantar in the Andean highlands of 

Peru (Druc 2004).  Indeed, pilgrimage points have much in common with the 

concept of aggregation centers.  At these locations, pottery styles are not only 

standardized, but are rare outside of the bounds of the pilgrimage center.  At Red 

Wing, a standard in style can be detected in the use of Cahokia-inspired design 

motifs on locally produced vessels.  In fact, one observation that stands out is the 

fact that, with only a small handful of exceptions, every pottery vessel is 

decorated.  This is in striking contrast to Cahokia, for example, where the 

majority of pottery vessels are undecorated (Holley 2005, n.d.).  While there are 

a wide variety of design programs applied to vessels from the Bryan and Mero 

villages, two main categories are repeated over and over.  Other designs from 

the Cahokia, or Ramey, palette are either under-represented in comparison or 

absent altogether (Holley n.d.).   

One hundred and twelve vessels from the Bryan and Mero villages were 

analyzed for design motif configuration.  Vessels available for study at the 

Minnesota Historical Society from features from Dobbs’s and Wilford’s collections 

made up the sample from the Bryan site (n=53).  The Mero site sample (n=59) 
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was composed of vessels from features from Alex’s 1974 excavation, Dobbs’s 

1991-1992 excavations, and Maxwell’s 1948 excavation.  The collection from 

Maxwell’s excavation included vessels from mounds and the village areas.  Only 

vessels with enough of the design present to allow for the identification of the 

motif were considered.   

Tallies were made for ten motif categories that were represented in the 

sample.  Generic renderings of the 10 motif categories and variations are 

represented in Table 6.3.  For each vessel counted, a motif was counted only 

once, even if it was repeated multiple times around the shoulder.  In general, the 

Bryan site sample contained larger vessel fragments.  Also, an additional 12 

large vessel fragments from the Mero village were excluded from this analysis, 

because they bore segments of unique design motifs that were not identifiable.  

This fact could indicate more variety in motif use at the Mero site.  However, 

vessels from the Bryan site exhibiting unique designs are known from other 

collections that are not included in this analysis.  Still, the use of these motifs is 

unusual, so this exclusion should not have a large impact on this inquiry into the 

overall patterning of the use of motif categories at these sites.   
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MOTIF RENDERING 

Interlocking scroll 
 

  

 

Nested arcs 

 

  

 

Herringbone 
 

  

 

Nested chevrons 
 

Chevron 
w/verticals 

 

Pendant 

 

Circle 

 

Spiral 

 

  

 

Nested platforms 
 

Table 6.3.  Visual representations of motif categories.  



 

 
280 

 

 

Standardization in the use of particular design categories can be seen in 

the combined sample from the two villages in that two general motif categories 

are found on 56% of the vessels examined with the others represented on only 

13% or less of the vessels (Figure 6.16).  Variations of the interlocking scroll 

motif are represented on 29% of the vessels in the sample; variations of the 

nested arcs motif are represented on 27% of the vessels.   

The results are slightly different when the sample is divided between the 

two villages (Figure 6.17).  At Bryan, 70% of the vessels display the interlocking 

scroll (36%) or nested arcs (34%) motif.  The other motif categories are each 

represented on 7% of the vessels or less.  At Mero, 42% of the vessels exhibit 

interlocking scrolls (22%) or nested arcs (20%).  Additionally, the spiral motif 

appears on 19% and the herring bone motif on 13% of the Mero sample, while 

the other motif categories are represented on 8% or less of the remaining 

vessels.  This breakdown suggests more standardization in the use of design 

programs at the Bryan village than at Mero. 

Another distinction between the uses of motifs at the two villages can be 

seen in variations of the interlocking scroll and nested arcs programs.  At the 

Bryan village, six variations of interlocking scrolls were recognized.  These 

include the use of diagonal hatchures above and below the scrolls, vertical 
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Figure 6.16.  Motif representations at the Mero and Bryan villages, combined.   

 

MOTIF CATEGORY BRYAN MERO 
BRYAN AND 
MERO 

Interlocking scroll 19 13 32 
Nested arcs 18 12 30 
Herringbone 4 8 12 
Nested chevrons 3 4 7 
Chevron w/verticals 0 5 5 
Circle 3 1 4 
Spiral 4 11 15 
Plain 2 1 3 
Pendant 0 3 3 
Nested platforms 0 1 1 
Other 0 12 12 
TOTAL 53 71 124 

Table 6.2.  Tallies of motif categories represented in sample from the Bryan and Mero 

villages.   
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Figure  6.17.  Motif representations at the Mero and Bryan villages, separated by village.   
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hatchures below the scrolls, discontinuous interlocking scrolls, discontinuous 

interlocking scrolls connected by “ladders” of hatchures, the application of 

punctates above and below the curved portions of scrolls, and double 

interlocking scrolls.  At Mero, the use of diagonal hatchures above and below 

scrolls is the only variation.  This may be due to the generally much smaller 

vessel fragments available for study from the Mero village.   

The nested arc program had four variations at the two sites.  At Bryan 

over half of the vessels in this category displayed nested arcs interspaced by a 

series of horizontal lines.  Only one vessel in the Mero sample exhibited this 

combination.  However, nearly half had inverted nested arcs with vertical 

hatchures.  The differences in the variations on motif themes may be related to 

the boundary of the Mississippi elaborated upon in the previous chapter.  Still, 

the overall motif representations point to a specific emphasis on these two 

general design programs at the Mero and Bryan village pottery.   

The quantities of motif use at Bryan and Mero differs from those tabulated 

by Emerson (1997:209-215) for nine Mississippian sites in the American Bottom.  

In his analysis Emerson identified nine general categories (basic elements) of 

designs.  Arcs were the most common, with 33.5% falling into this category.  

Scrolls, on the other hand, comprised only 10.6% of the collection – one of the 
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less common motifs, standing in marked contrast to the relative use of this 

design at the Bryan site, and to a lesser degree at the Mero site.   

It has been suggested that Mississippian Ramey Incised vessels are 

designed to be viewed from above (see Emerson 1995; Pauketat and Emerson 

1991).  The pronounced shoulders common to Ramey Incised vessels create a 

field above the shoulder where designs were exclusively applied.  When viewed 

from above, rather than from the side, the combination of design motifs often 

creates an additional design in the negative space.  Ramey-like vessels are not 

uncommon at the Red Wing Locality, and this principle of discrete motifs used in 

combination or repetition to create an additional design applies here.   

Two overall, “mother-motifs” are often detectable on vessels in the sample 

from the Mero and Bryan villages when the entire design programs of pottery 

vessels are extrapolated from the fragments.  They are, namely, cross-in-circle 

and star designs (Figure 6.18).  At its simplest, the cross-in-circle design has 

been interpreted as relating to the four cardinal directions and the quadripartite, 

four-cornered cosmos that is pervasive in American Indian symbolism (Emerson 

1995).  In Mississippian symbology, quadripartite division of the cosmos has 

been seen in the construction of rectangular plazas with rectangular mounds 

placed around them (Knight 1989), as well as on decorated shell, pottery, and 

other artifacts.  According to this analogy, the center of the cross, where the four  
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Figure 6.18.  Cross-in-circle (top) and star (bottom) motifs from the Mero and Bryan 

villages.  Bottom drawing is a reconstruction of a vessel found during salvage 

excavations of the Bryan village by Hemisphere Field Services in 1999 (feature 55).   
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directions come together, represents the center of the universe, the here and 

now, which can serve a centering and focusing function for ritual activities.  At 

Red Wing, the settlement structure does not seem to reflect a quadripartite 

division of space.  Rather, the cross-in-circle symbol is only apparent on some of 

the pottery, where the use of nested arcs, herringbone designs, nested and 

single chevrons, and the pendent motif served as filler between the negative 

spaces that form the cross.  The border of the pots themselves represents the 

circle.   

In many American Indian cultures, indeed in many cultures around the 

world, the cosmos is further organized into opposing Upper and Lower worlds.  

Again, to simplify, qualities of the Upper World are associated with the sky, while 

qualities of the Lower World are associated with the Earth and water (Emerson 

1989; Hall 1997; Pauketat and Emerson 1991).  This leaves a third division, the 

world we live in, between Earth and sky.  When series’ of scrolls that progress 

around the shoulder of a pot are viewed from above, a star design is evident.  A 

star is a sky symbol, and may represent the morning or evening star.  However, 

scrolls have also been interpreted as water motifs (Emerson 1989, 1995; Hall 

1997) or as serpent designs, both of which are symbols of the Lower World.   

Spirals with trailing hatchured lines also combine to form star symbols.  

Spirals have been equated with water symbolism (spirals of the whelk or conch 
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shell, or serpents) and the trailing hatchured lines with birds’ wings (Emerson 

1997).  If the interpretation of scrolls and spirals as serpents and hatchures as 

feathers or wings is accepted, then these motifs can reasonably be interpreted as 

feathered serpents, a mythological hybrid creature that links the Upper and 

Lower worlds in Mesoamerican as well as Mississippian and other North 

American Indian cosmologies.  At any rate, a duality is expressed on these 

vessels through the use of an Upper World symbol (star) and Lower World 

symbols (scroll or spiral).   

This combination of symbols may represent a linking of the Upper and 

Lower Worlds and all that they represent in a sort of cosmic harmony.  This 

linking of dualistic principles can also be seen in the so-called Thunderbird pot 

from the Bryan site (Figure 4.18, chapter 4) that was described in Chapter 4.  

This large and unique vessel prominently displays four figures of a bird, often 

considered a Thunderbird, alternating with serpent designs.  Furthermore, four 

incised tabs were placed upon the rim, dividing the rim into quadrants.  The 

symbolism on the vessel, then, represents a conjunction of the Upper World, 

symbolized by the bird, the Lower World, symbolized by the serpent, and the four 

corners of the world, denoted by the four tabs upon the rim, which also represent 

a cross inside the circle of the vessel’s orifice.   

Quantifying the number of vessels with star designs compared to cross-in-

circle designs is problematic due to the fragmentary nature of the vessel 
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assemblages.  It is often not possible to determine how many motifs were once 

represented around the circumference of a vessel, even if the motif itself is 

identifiable.  Vessels with four motifs represented around the shoulder combine 

to create a cross-in-circle.  This is especially evident when the space between 

the motifs is filled with rows of horizontal lines (Figure 6.19).  Discontinuous 

nested arcs, chevrons, and pendant motifs tend to result in this configuration.  

However, there is also at least one case where individual spirals were used in 

this way.  Discontinuous nested downward arcs with vertical hatchures also form 

the cross-in-circle motif.  However, in this case, it is the arcs themselves, rather 

than the negative space, that form the cross-in-circle design.  Cases where there 

were five or more individual motifs placed around the shoulder of vessels have 

star motifs.  Interlocking scrolls and spirals with trailing hatchured lines combine 

to create star designs (Figure 6.20).  Contiguous nested arcs and chevrons also 

combine to form stars, although this configuration is unusual at Red Wing on 

vessels that are complete enough to identify continuity of motifs.  All said, 

standardization in vessel design can further be seen at the Bryan and Mero sites 

in that nearly every vessel in the sample can be correlated with either a star 

design or cross-in-circle design.   
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Figure 6.19.  Vessel with cross-in-circle design from the Mero village (feature 40, IMA 

1992 excavation) (Science Museum of Minnesota).  See also, Figure 6.19, top left.   
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Figure 6.20.  Vessel with star design from the Bryan village (feature 411, IMA 1984 

excavation) (collections of the Minnesota Historical Society).  For a drawing of a similar 

vessel, see Figure 6.18, bottom.   
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Summary 

 

 

The evidence presented in the previous sections support the notion of the 

Red Wing Locality, specifically the Bryan and Mero villages, as a point of 

aggregation of non-residential populations.  This evidence is summarized here.  

The Locality is located in a highly resource rich location.  The villages are quite 

large with boundaries defined by groups of encircling mounds and voids of 

habitable land between them.  There is little evidence of intra-site organization of 

structures and pit facilities, but the mounds and a palisade at Bryan (and a 

possible palisade at Mero) do provide an organization to the sites that was 

probably defensive, practical, and symbolic.  A wide variety of artifact and feature 

classes are evident.  Particularly notable are large pit facilities, which would 

serve large populations and an uncommon number of artifacts that are 

decorated, portable, exotic, and presumably for gaming and ritual.  The exotic 

artifacts, such as obsidian, marine shell, and copper, appear to have been for on-

site use rather than for redistribution.  Furthermore, there is additional evidence 

for ritual activities in the form of hundreds of mounds that are believed to be 

associated with the villages.  Mound building, the burial of the dead, and the 

ritual activities that coincide were certainly an important function of the Red Wing 
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villages.  In addition, there are examples of other features, mainly at the Bryan 

village, that bear evidence of ritually controlled behavior and social intercourse.  

Finally, there is standardization in the style of art, seen most strongly at the 

Bryan village, but also apparent at the Mero village.  This is most visible in 

several incised bone armbands and in the decorations applied to the nearly 

universally decorated pottery vessels.   

Aggregation is further supported by the boundary through the Locality 

formed by the Mississippi River, as presented in Chapter Five.  According to 

Burghardt’s theory of the social and economic impact of major rivers on 

settlements along their banks, the Red Wing Locality sites drew from separate 

hinterlands, depending on whether they were located east or west of the 

Mississippi River.  This, coupled by the interpretation of the Locality as a central 

place for regional gatherings, suggests that the Locality served constituencies 

from the plains and prairies to the west as well as from the woodlands to the 

east.  The Mississippi River provided efficient access to the villages by 

populations, and the flow of information, ideas, and inspirations, from the south 

and, to a lesser extent, from the north.  The Red Wing Locality does appear to 

have attracted populations from across the Upper Midwest.  It is reasonable, 

based on the above discussion, to consider it a node of interaction and a center 

of aggregation in the Upper Mississippi River valley.   
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In the following chapter I will attempt to pull together all of the information 

presented in this and the previous chapters to describe a model of the 

community system at the Red Wing Locality.   
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CHAPTER SEVEN:  COMMUNITY AT THE RED WING LOCALITY 

 
 
 

The core focus of this dissertation is the nature of the relationship of Red 

Wing Locality villages to one another and to their hinterlands.  Earlier chapters 

have highlighted similarities and differences among these villages using a 

diverse range of materials.  This chapter uses these data to develop a model of 

community organization in the Red Wing Locality.  In the process, I go beyond 

the limitations of my data to flesh out a more robust model that can be tested in 

future investigations at the Locality.   

 

 

A Community Model for the Red Wing Locality 

 

 

The Red Wing Locality is not a singular, monolithic entity.  Rather, it 

should be conceived of as a complex system of inter-related villages that 

maintained varying relationships to external populations.  A dominating feature 

that structured interaction within the Locality was the Mississippi River that 

flowed through and divided the cluster of villages into an eastern and western 
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portion.  The villages on the east of the Mississippi River were oriented toward 

the Eastern Woodlands of Wisconsin and perhaps northern Illinois.  Those on the 

west were oriented toward the Prairies and Plains regions to the west.   

Chapter Five presented several classes of artifact data that support the 

notion that the Mississippi River representing this boundary bisected the Red 

Wing Locality.  The differences in material culture and raw material usage at the 

Bryan and Mero villages, which are on either side of the river, are interpreted to 

represent differences in individual village habitus and access to materials through 

external constituencies.  This was particularly evident in low visibility (sensu 

Wobst, Carr) attributes of material culture, such as ceramic matrix and practices 

of applying designs to ceramic vessels, which suggest a low level of daily social 

intimacy by village potters.  It is assumed that this carried over to the production 

of perishable objects (for example, clothing or cooking).   

Chapter Six presented evidence that supports the interpretation of the 

villages of the Locality, specifically the Mero and Bryan villages, as centers of 

aggregation in the region.  While populations visited and were united at the Red 

Wing Locality, the Mississippi River served to keep populations of the east and 

west at a comfortable distance from one another.  This allowed the resident 

communities of the villages to control interaction and develop alliances across 

the Locality.  This division is one aspect of the complex social situation in the 
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Red Wing Locality and represents one level of community structure, the 

residential community.   

This division is also apparent in the structure of the sustainable 

community, in that villages on the east side of the Locality tended to maintain 

relationships with hinterland areas to the east, while those on the west tended to 

maintain relationships with areas to the west.  This is particularly evident 

archaeologically in the raw material profiles of assemblages from villages on 

each side of the Locality, where the primary direction of acquisition, and, 

presumably, frequent interaction, was away from the river.   

Still, the maintenance of sustainable communities was one factor that 

brought dispersed populations together at the large villages of the Locality.  The 

spatial scale of residential communities along with incest taboos and the random 

factor of the number of males or females born in a generation limit the number of 

eligible mates within a given residential community.  Individuals in small social 

units will often find themselves surrounded by many siblings and first cousins 

rather than by many marriageable mates (Ruby et al 2006:123).  It has been 

estimated that it requires a population of over 500 people for viable mating 

networks to be maintained (Wobst 1974).  It has also been estimated that a 

maximum population of about 150 people is ideal for maintaining stable social 

relationships in a community without an organizing hierarchical structure (Dunbar 

1998; 2008).   
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At Red Wing, there is no clear evidence of social stratification.  The 

excavated evidence available to date does not indicate that there were elite or 

wealthy burials or structures to suggest a rigid social hierarchy.  Therefore, it 

required a merging of populations from outside of the residential villages to 

maintain the populations of the individual villages.  If one assumes that each of 

the larger villages at Red Wing hosted a residential population of 100 to 150 

persons, a total population of over 500 was reached for the whole Locality.  

Clearly, there was interaction among villages across the Mississippi River.  

Proximity, overall similarity in ceramics and in other aspects of material culture, 

and in the presence of small amounts of raw materials at villages on opposite 

sides of the Locality from their source areas makes this a reasonable conclusion.   

However, intra-Locality interaction was not the only population source for 

the sustainable communities of the Red Wing villages.  As was described in 

Chapters Five and Six, the large Red Wing villages, particularly the Bryan and 

Mero villages, drew populations from outside of the immediate region.  People 

gathered at Red Wing villages for social rituals, such as marriages to sustain the 

community, for burial of the dead, as is evident from the multitude of mounds 

surrounding the villages, to establish and maintain relationships across the 

landscape, and to identify with and participate in the symbolic and ritual activities 

associated with the rhythms of the seasons and the hopes for a successful 

harvest.  A part of these social interactions was the exchange of material goods – 
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artifacts, raw stone and bone materials, and probably perishable items, such as 

seeds, hides, and food.  Aggregation at Red Wing villages was, then, a key 

function of the Locality.   

A third concept of community is that of the symbolic community.  Ruby et 

al (2006:123-124) state that this concept, “emphasizes that symbols (e.g., 

ornamentation, dress, public architecture, etc.) may be used to define, 

communicate, and negotiate membership in a social group that transcends or 

crosscuts local residence groups for common political, economic, social, and/or 

religious purposes.  Multiple residential communities, or segments of them, may 

link together into a larger or different, self-identifying unit that is capable of united 

decision making and action, such as warfare, irrigation, or maintaining the order 

of the cosmos.”  A key aspect of these communities is that they have a 

constructed sense of identity and purpose, and are held together through a 

common use of symbol and ritual.   

At its broadest level, the villages at Red Wing, and those people 

participating from hinterland areas, were united as a symbolic community 

employing highly visible (sensu Wobst, Carr) material and non-material symbols 

at the Locality during aggregation events.  Examples of archaeologically 

detectable evidence for the unifying symbols used to construct and solidify a Red 

Wing symbolic community are Mississippian-inspired symbols applied to the 

shoulders of pottery vessels, decorated jars with pronounced shoulders and 
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rolled or otherwise neck-less rims, Thunderer, mace, and long-nose god 

symbolism, discoidals that were probably used during the chunkey game – the 

game itself highly visible and symbolically charged, and mortuary activities that 

resulted in the construction of earthen burial mounds, including a handful of effigy 

mounds, that surrounded central village areas.   

An enduring concern in archaeological studies of the Red Wing Locality 

has been whether the large villages at Red Wing should be considered Middle 

Mississippian.  According to the model developed here, the Red Wing villages 

are not Mississippian, in the sense that they represent site-unit intrusions of a 

Mississippian population from the south.  Rather, the Red Wing Locality was a 

local, opportunistic manifestation in the Upper Mississippi River valley that was in 

part a reaction to Middle Mississippian expansion and the spread of Middle 

Mississippian ideals and symbolism out of the American Bottom region.   

Mississippian-inspired symbolism is most evident and numerous in much 

of the pottery at the large villages of the Red Wing Locality.  This symbolism, 

including discrete motifs on pottery vessel shoulders and the quadripartite 

organization of the cosmos, united the people at Red Wing on a broad scale and 

provided a dialect of symbols understood or at least recognized by a wide range 

of people in the Midwest in light of the ambitious expansion of the Cahokian state 

during the 10th through 12th centuries.  However, the pottery assemblage itself is 

not a replica of pottery assemblages in Mississippian communities in the 
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American Bottom or elsewhere.  As stated earlier, only a portion of the range of 

Mississippian motif categories are represented at Red Wing.  Interlocking scrolls 

and nested arcs separated by fields of horizontal lines were applied slavishly, 

while other motifs are poorly represented or absent.  Also, nearly every vessel at 

Red Wing is decorated and nearly every vessel is in the form of a jar.  This 

ceramic profile is very different from the Cahokian norm in which the majority of 

vessels are undecorated and there is considerable variation in vessel form 

including multiple different forms of jars, bowls, plates, beakers, bottles, and 

other ceramic containers (Holley 1989, n.d.).   

Ramey Incised jars in Middle Mississippian communities were special 

vessels charged with elite-controlled symbolism (Pauketat and Emerson 1991), 

but they are only a small part of the typical Middle Mississippian ceramic 

assemblage.  These well-made jars with wide orifices, low or rolled rims, 

pronounced shoulders, and discrete, incised decorative motifs are clearly the 

inspiration for the majority of vessels found at the large Red Wing Locality 

villages.  Other aspects of Mississippian ceramic assemblages are, like motif 

categories applied to such vessels, either under-represented (bowls, seed jars) 

or absent altogether.   

Significantly, perhaps the most paramount symbol of Middle Mississippian 

culture and power – that of prominent pyramidal mounds organized around a 

central plaza – is conspicuously absent at Red Wing.  Two platform mounds 
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have been documented in the Locality:  a circular platform within the Bartron 

group and a rectangular platform within the Energy Park group.  While the 

Bartron platform might be the result of the collapse of an internal structure within 

an originally conical mound (see Gibbon 2008), the Energy Park pyramidal 

mound appears to have been of an intended form.  In either case, they do not 

focus attention toward a central ritual precinct.  They do not define the cultural 

landscape at all.  Rather, these mounds, like the effigy mounds in the Locality, 

are isolated within groups of conical, oval, and, less often, linear mounds that 

form groups of hinge monuments (see Chapter 6) around villages.  In other 

words, although at least one platform mound was built and used within the Red 

Wing Locality, it was incorporated into a decidedly local cultural landscape of 

villages and mounds and not located and used in the manner of Middle 

Mississippian towns.  This calls into question both the social environment in 

which they were built and the identity of who built them.   

Similarly, the effigy mounds within the village mound groups were just one 

type of mound alongside other mound forms.  Like the positioning of platform  
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Figure 7.1.  Shell-tempered vessel found associated with a burial in the panther effigy 

mound (Mound 26) at the Mero site.   

 

mounds, the positioning of effigy mounds differs from what is typical of their type, 

for effigies of the Late Woodland Effigy Mound tradition tend to be incorporated 

into groups of other effigy mounds (see Birmingham 2000; Lapham 1855).  The 

identity of the effigy mound building tradition at Red Wing is further complicated 

by the discovery of a shell-tempered jar associated with a burial within the 

panther effigy in the Mero group (Figure 7.1) (Maxwell 1950).  The presence of 

the jar indicates that the mound was constructed during the occupation of Mero 

village, and probably by people who either had ties to others who made shell-

tempered pottery or who made these pots themselves.  Rosebrough (2008) has 
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hypothesized that this vessel at Mero and the diversity of pottery found within 

effigy mounds in Wisconsin is indicative of a diversification of effigy mound 

building populations around A.D. 1000.  In this scenario, some populations were 

mobile, some were sedentary, and others adopted Mississippian practices or 

material culture, or both.   

In other words, the artifacts and built landscape of the Red Wing Locality 

point to a setting in which groups of people with a variety of material cultural 

traditions actively contributed to the construction of a living cultural landscape 

and ultimately to the formation of the archaeological record.  The populations 

who participated in aggregating at the Red Wing Villages maintained ties with or 

were influenced by groups throughout the Upper Midwest and Plains rather than 

being made up of a single intrusive population.  Likewise, by the time the villages 

were established, the material culture of the local population had been 

transformed into something new and collective.  In terms of ceramic style and 

technology, there is little evidence for a gradual transition from grit-tempered 

Woodland wares into the shell-tempered Upper Mississippian wares that 

dominate the village assemblages.  Shell-tempered ceramic technology appears 

at Red Wing villages as an intact and dominant tradition that took the place of 

other, local Woodland wares typical of the region.  The technology, which spread 

out from the American Bottom along major rivers and tributaries, was adopted by 

local populations who, in the case of Red Wing, may have used these 
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Mississippian-inspired vessels and symbolism to unite regional populations into a 

broad symbolic community.  Periodically, populations within this shared 

community, some from as far as several hundred kilometers away, aggregated at 

the large villages for funerary, and probably renewal, marriage, and other rituals, 

for economic purposes, and to enhance group solidarity and alliance building.   

It is noteworthy to point out that, with the exception of a single vessel 

found in feature 85 at Energy Park, the Bryan, Silvernale, Mero, and Mero 2 

villages are the only villages in the Red Wing Locality that have been found to 

have vessels with rolled or thickened rims or angular shoulders similar to the 

Mississippian Ramey Incised type.  These are also the four largest villages in 

estimated area, and have the largest surrounding groups of mounds.  With the 

possible exception of the Mero 2 village, of which very little is known, each of 

these villages that have rolled rim wares also have considerable numbers of neck 

jars with both high and short rims.  In other words, where there are rolled rims, 

there are also large numbers of other dominant pottery forms.   

This is not true in the inverse.  Vessels with rolled rims have not been 

found at the Bartron, Adams, Energy Park villages, or the poorly understood 

Double village.  The Energy Park site collection is dominated by vessels with 

short rims and rim tabs (Dobbs 1993; Holley n.d.).  High rims with interior rim 

incising are also present.  The ceramics from the Bartron (Gibbon 1979; Holley 

n.d.) and Adams sites have a decidedly Oneota character to them, although the 
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Adams site collection also contains several fragments of bottles – a Middle 

Mississippian form (Holley 2007) – and Gibbon (1979:117) reports scroll motifs 

present on some sherds in the assemblage from a square-shaped house at the 

Bartron site.  These sites also have smaller village areas and fewer mounds 

surrounding them.  They also lack non-local pottery, such as Cambria or Middle 

Missouri wares.  The same is true for the even smaller upland habitations, such 

as the Burnside School and Mauer Farm sites along Spring Creek in Minnesota 

(Dobbs 1990).   

The explanation of these differences is likely a combination of time, 

population density, and site function.  Large numbers of mounds can be 

accounted for by a long occupation period.  Simply stated, the occupation of a 

village area for a longer amount of time will result in more burial mounds, 

assuming a mound burial tradition continues.  However, a large population of 

people inhabiting a village might also result in the construction of more burial 

mounds and a larger original habitation area delimited by the arc of the 

surrounding cemetery.  It is entirely possible that the large sites were originally 

larger, but became smaller over time.  This cannot be determined until more work 

is done to determine the internal settlement plan of at least one of the large 

villages.  Considering the ceramic evidence, it seems reasonable to conclude 

that the large villages were established first as founding villages, at least at Mero 
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and Bryan.  This occupation is represented by the exclusive use of rolled-rim 

wares.   

What happens next is still unclear.  According to the ceramic evidence 

from two Mero village houses and extrapolating that to the Bryan, Silvernale, and 

probably Mero 2 villages, the use of Oneota pottery was added to the continued 

use of rolled rim Middle Mississippian-like pottery.  However, this amalgam in the 

ceramic assemblages only occurs at these large sites.   

Rodell (1997) has suggested that Mississippian-inspired rolled rim vessels 

functioned as special ritual vessels within the Red Wing Locality.  These vessels 

loosely followed a Ramey Incised recipe, for the creators of these vessels 

employed only portions of the suite of symbols applied to Middle Mississippian 

Ramey Incised vessels elsewhere.  The use of these special vessels would have 

communicated a sense of exotic elitism.  Versions of these discrete symbols 

were also applied to vessels with high rims during Holley’s Link Phase (see 

Chapter 5).  Similar to the distribution of rolled-rim and neck-less vessels, Link 

Phase vessels are also limited to only the large Bryan, Mero, and Silvernale 

villages, with the addition of the Energy Park site.  It is not known if they exist at 

the Mero 2 village.   

The ceramic sequence outlined in Chapter 5 points toward the initial use 

of rolled rim or neck-less Ramey Incised/Middle Mississippian-inspired pots, 

followed by the manufacture of neck jars with similar designs (Figure 7.2), and 
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finally Oneota designs used in conjunction with rolled-rim vessels continued.  

Determination of a “special” function of rolled-rim vessels will require a thorough 

examination of the contexts of these vessels.  Alternatively, it was not solely the 

form of a vessel rim treatment that signified a “special” status.  It may have been 

the symbolism applied to the vessel.  This notion accounts for the application of 

similar designs on both rolled-rim and high-rim vessels, a combination only found 

at large villages, with the exception of Energy Park.   

So, how do the smaller village and mound complexes with only Oneota 

wares fit into the community and settlement system?  It is posited here that these 

villages were established due to population increases at the large villages.  Such 

ceramics are also present at the large villages, but never dominate the 

assemblages.  Therefore, according to the available samples, there was never a 

relatively large population of potters manufacturing Oneota-style pots on these 

sites.  The necessity to establish new villages with separate cemeteries suggests 
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Figure 7.2.  Intact neck-jar with interlocking hatchured scroll design excavated by the 

IMA in 1984 from feature 513 at the Bryan village.   

 

that a large population did continue at the large villages.  This would have 

required younger generations or at least some families to move out of these large 

villages.  Alternatively, new populations may have entered the Locality and 

settled in these sites.  It is therefore concluded that major aggregation events 

that involved a tradition of production and use of Middle Mississippian-inspired 

pottery continued at the large village sites after the establishment of the smaller 

villages.   
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To recap:  the initial settlement of the Red Wing Locality during Late 

Precontact times began with the establishment of the large villages and the use 

of grit- and shell-tempered, Middle Mississippian-like pottery vessels in burial 

contexts.  Aggregation of regional populations occurred in the village areas 

adjacent to the burial mounds.  This was followed by the introduction of Oneota-

like pottery, contact with populations from the eastern prairies, and the 

continuation of mound building activities – and at the large villages the continued 

use of Middle Mississippian derived ritual vessels and continued aggregation 

events that united the region.  It was probably during this time, perhaps 

somewhat later, that the satellite settlements of Adams, Bartron, Double and 

probably others were established.  The large sites, however, continued to be 

aggregating points for Red Wing and the hinterland areas specific to each side of 

the Mississippi River.  The symbolic community of Red Wing held the other 

aspects of community through regular, periodic aggregation events.   

Aggregation resulted in the drawing together and adaptation of 

interpretations of the ideas and symbolism of the powerful and expansive 

Cahokia chiefdom.  Populations throughout the midcontinent were certainly well 

aware of this movement through various indirect and direct contacts that resulted 

from periodic, perhaps seasonal migrations of hinterland populations.  However, 

the people at Red Wing were not “Cahokian” or Middle Mississippian, since only 

affinities in the pottery and a handful of other items can be construed as 
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Mississippian.  Mississippian-inspired symbolism served to control the interactive 

activities during aggregation events, while the geographic boundary of the 

Mississippi River controlled and structured aggregation itself within the Locality 

and affected hinterland access.  The control of information, trade, and 

ceremonialism, as well as conflict or the perceived threat of conflict, as 

evidenced by palisades and aggregation itself, led to the establishment of 

alliances throughout the Upper Mississippi valley.  In addition, the strains of the 

emerging intensified reliance on corn agriculture demanded new hinterland 

connections, new subsistence rounds, and new seasonal rituals.  All of these 

pressures and more seem to have contributed toward the establishment of 

community at the Red Wing Locality.   

 

 

Conclusions 

 

 

As stated above, the core questions that this dissertation has sought to 

address are, “What was the nature of the relationship of the villages within the 

settlement cluster that is the Red Wing Locality?” and “What role did the Locality 

play within the broader region of the Upper Midwest and Upper Mississippi River 
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valley?”  The approach used to address these questions was to compare 

assemblages from two of the major villages on opposite sides of the Mississippi 

River, with the expectation that there would be perceivable differences related to 

the resources and contacts available to villagers on their respective sides of the 

river.  This was confirmed, and was especially notable in the lithic raw material 

profiles, bison bone, ceramic paste, and the application of ceramic designs.   

Several conclusions can be drawn from these data.  Assemblage 

differences, particularly ceramic design execution and paste utilization, are likely 

indicators that the villages maintained individual habiti in material culture use and 

production, and that individual villages represent residential communities as 

defined in Chapter 3.  These differences also support Burghart’s theory for river-

town settlements that settlements on opposite sides of a major river tend to be 

oriented inland toward opposite hinterland areas.  Red Wing Locality villages in 

Minnesota are only a few kilometers away from the villages in Wisconsin, yet the 

material culture indicates that they were more connected to their own hinterlands 

than the hinterland resources opposite their side of the river.  In other words, 

mobility and interaction were not only from and toward a single direction, but was 

structured by the Mississippi River.   

To help explain this phenomenon and address the long-held assumption 

that the Red Wing Locality was a central place, a node of interaction in the Upper 

Midwest, multiple classes of data from the Mero and Bryan villages were 
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evaluated against sets of criteria put forth by Conkey (1980) and others for the 

identification of aggregation centers in the archaeological record.  To this end, 

the Locality in general, and both villages individually, appear to have functioned 

in this capacity.  It is noteworthy, though, that the evidence supports the Bryan 

village as an aggregation point more strongly that the Mero village.  This, of 

course, might be a function of sampling.  Only a small portion of the Mero village 

has been excavated, while large areas of the Bryan village have been excavated.   

Finally, a three-tiered interpretive framework for community structure at 

Red Wing was presented, following Ruby et al. (2006), that provides a new way 

to conceive of the Locality, of relationships between villages in the Locality 

(residential and symbolic communities), and of relationships between the Red 

Wing Locality and the broader Upper Midwest (sustainable and symbolic 

communities).  This explanatory model can provide a framework to guide future 

studies and future interpretations of how the Red Wing Locality functioned as a 

set of physical and conceptual communities within the Upper Mississippi River 

valley.   
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CHAPTER EIGHT:  CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

OF RESEARCH 
 
 
 
 

It was stated in Chapter 1 that a dissertation is the beginning of a journey 

of research.  It is held here that this dissertation is only the beginning.  There is 

much to do.  The research presented here provides a new way to envision the 

Red Wing Locality and, by extension, the Late Precontact period.  There were 

general reasons for Red Wing becoming a center of interaction in the Upper 

Mississippi River.  Part of the story was geographical.  The Mississippi River 

presented a means of access to the Locality, as well as a boundary that ran 

through it.  The Red Wing Locality should be considered as having two sides, 

east and west.  The Mississippi River was one means of travel to and from the 

Locality, but it also controlled interaction.  The river provided a structure to the 

settlement cluster and to relationships and interaction across the Locality.  Red 

Wing was a central place, but with at least two spatial components.   

Another part of the story was economic- and resource-based.  Villagers 

visiting or living at different villages do not appear to have had or taken 

advantage of the same access to stone, clay, or animal (bison) resources.  Part 

of the story was social, to solidify relationships and alliances, and to maintain 
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viable populations.  Part of the story was based on religion and ritual, which 

provided structure to social events within particular villages.  The Red Wing 

Locality should be understood in terms of an aggregation center that united 

populations from around the upper Midwest.  Aggregation was necessary to 

maintain a relatively large population at a time of change in settlement system.  

These changes required a complex multi-tiered community system, and this 

system was probably based on previous systems. 

There is a need to understand Late Woodland at Red Wing and 

surrounding areas better to really comprehend these changes and the cultural 

and settlement situation that resulted in the establishment of large villages that 

drew populations from the region.  Late Woodland at Red Wing is still something 

of a mystery because so much attention has been paid to the large Late 

Precontact sites.  Dobbs, Schirmer, and others have conducted general surveys 

of the area.  Settlement and resource-use data from these surveys need to be 

synthesized together and made available, especially regarding the presence of 

the Woodland communities that pre-date the establishment of the large villages.   

There is also a need to understand intra-village organization within the 

Red Wing Locality.  With the exception of excavations of the Bryan village, which 

were largely driven by rescue operations, only small portions of most of the 

villages have been explored in any detail.  Geophysical surveys of the villages, 

followed by targeted testing will provide important insights into their formation, 
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boundaries, and internal structure.  This has been done with some success at the 

Energy Park (Dobbs 1991b, 1993) and Silvernale (Dobbs et al 2003) villages.  

Resistivity and magnetometry surveys were also conducted at the Bartron village 

in 2008, but this data is not yet publicly available (Schirmer pers. comm.).  The 

Mero village is a prime candidate for such a survey.  Only a small portion of the 

site has been excavated and it is currently preserved by the Archaeological 

Conservancy.  A geophysical survey followed by limited testing should be 

implemented as part of a management plan.  The survey would inform larger 

scale investigations into the structure of the village.   

A thorough household archaeology approach can provide useful 

information about domestic activities and changes in small-scale domestic units.  

Several houses have been excavated, or partially excavated, at Red Wing 

villages.  However, household clusters, which include features associated with 

house floors, have not been identified and analyses have not been attempted in 

conjunction with household activities.  Such an approach can potentially allow for 

the examination of family-scale organization within residential communities.   

The feature 9 house basin at the Mero village was only partially 

excavated.  Only features to the south of the structure were dug, and it is not 

clear whether they are associated with either of the house floors.  The rest of the 

surrounding features were either mapped and left in situ or were not uncovered 

at all.  Broadening this previous excavation to include the rest of the house basin 
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and surrounding features, and submitting suites of samples for radiocarbon 

assays from several points in the strata of the house basin, would be one 

worthwhile future project.  It would refine the ceramic sequence, help associate 

features within the household cluster, and shed light on changes in domestic 

activities and intra- and inter-site relationships.   

There are still large Late Precontact villages that almost nothing is known 

about.  Namely, the Mero 2 and Belle Creek villages require investigation.  The 

Mero 2 village is significant, because it is so close to the Mero village.  Why 

establish another village so close?  Their relationship is key to understanding the 

expansion of the Locality, the community system, and aggregation from the 

region.  The Belle Creek village is significant, because it is the only large Late 

Precontact village in the Locality known to be on the north side of the Cannon 

River.  Do Andrew Burghart’s ideas about river town settlements apply to a 

smaller river, such as the Cannon?  Did the Belle Creek village attract northerly 

populations and exploit resources available in that direction?  The relatively small 

amounts of material culture associated with central and northern Minnesota is 

conspicuous, given that there were thriving communities established at Mille 

Lacs, Spring Lake, and elsewhere.  Also, did the individual villages on the same 

side of the Mississippi River regularly attract separate populations during 

aggregation events?  The relationships between villages on the same side of the 

Mississippi River need to be explored in detail.   
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All of this has implications for other settlement clusters in the Middle 

Mississippian northern hinterlands that are located on smaller rivers, such as the 

Apple River Locality in northeastern Illinois, Cambria along the Minnesota River, 

Spring Lake along the Mississippi River to the north, Grand River Oneota villages 

in central Wisconsin, Mill Creek clusters in Iowa and South Dakota, and perhaps 

even Fort Ancient clusters in Ohio and Indiana, where there are similarities in 

ceramics that are Middle Mississippian-inspired and shell-tempered.  These other 

Late Precontact settlement clusters could be examined in light of the findings of 

this dissertation.  Can this approach be applied to these regions as well?  Are 

there cultural differences/similarities in the organization of community that can 

inform relationships with, and within, these centers?  Furthermore, there has 

been a lot of scholarly attention paid to the understanding of the connections 

between Localities such as Red Wing, Cambria, and Apple River and Cahokia, 

but less attention to how these settlements related to and affected each other.  

Regional networks can potentially be understood through the identification of 

other aggregation points in the Upper Midwest.  Along this vein, an in-depth look 

at the use and application of iconography at Red Wing with reference to external, 

non-Cahokian sources may be an enlightening approach.   

There are a number of limitations to the present research that should be 

addressed and explored at a future date.  The analysis of ceramic fabrics 

presented in Chapter 5 is a pilot and impressionistic.  The visual inspection of 
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inclusions visible on the surface of samples of sherds provided enough insight to 

suggest that potters at the Bryan and Mero villages generally procured clays from 

difference sources.  However, chemical analyses using XRF, microprobe, or 

INAA instrumental techniques coupled with petrographic analyses of ceramic thin 

sections are necessary before these impressions can be confirmed.  Also, known 

clay sources from the region should be sampled, fired, and subjected to similar 

analyses and interpreted along with a foundational knowledge of the 

geomorphology of the clay beds.   

The raw material analysis presented in the same chapter mainly targeted 

two stone types with limited source areas – Grand Meadow Chert and Hixton 

Silicified Sandstone.  There are fairly numerous other, presumably non-local, 

stone materials that are unidentified in both the collections examined and other 

collections from the Red Wing Locality.  The identification of these lithic sources 

would be valuable toward refining our understanding of external relationships and 

mobility patterns.   

Furthermore, a future study of the acquisition of stone materials at Red 

Wing would benefit from a thorough typological and cortex analysis of debitage.  

This would refine our knowledge of reduction strategies and would enhance the 

current study by helping to answer questions of the state in which non-local (i.e., 

Grand Meadow Chert and Hixton Silicified Sandstone) arrived at the Locality.   
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Feasting and ritual at the Red Wing Locality villages have been discussed 

by several authors.  However, clear criteria for the identification of feasting 

deposits, other than that they are unusual and rich in material culture, has not 

been attempted.  The identification and thorough examination of “feasting levels” 

in “ritual deposits” in conjunction with ethnohistoric literature are necessary steps 

to move scholarship in this regard forward beyond assumption.   

Finally, there are many accessible collections from the region that remain 

unanalyzed, in part or altogether.  These need to be inventoried and published.  

One class that has surprisingly received relatively little attention is animal bone.  

These collections require basic identification and in-depth analysis by trained 

faunal specialists to better understand resource use, subsistence patterns, 

seasonality, and changes in habitat and climate.   

The research presented in this dissertation has built upon the foundation 

of ideas put forth by my colleagues and the work of those who previously 

ventured into the archaeology of the Red Wing Locality.  Scholarship builds on 

scholarship.  This dissertation presents another model of the ways of life of the 

inhabitants of the villages of Red Wing and the structure of community in the 

region at a time of extraordinary change, interaction, and cultural flourishing in 

the Upper Mississippi River valley.  It is hoped that the present volume will 

inspire new ideas and avenues of research, by myself and others, into this 

remarkable place and this remarkable period of time.   
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APPENDIX B:  DETAILS OF BISON SCAPULAE AND 

ESTIMATIONS OF AREAS EXCAVATED AT RED WING 
LOCALITY VILLAGES 

 
 

SITE PROJECT 
ESTIMATED 
RAW AREA 

ESTIMATED 
SQUARE 
METERS 

BISON 
SCAPULAE 

BRYAN 1983/84 273.7 m2 273.7 11 
BRYAN 1951/52 1120 ft2 104.1  
BRYAN 1954 43750 ft2 4064.5  
BRYAN 1955 800 ft2 74.3  
BRYAN 1957 100 ft2 9.3  

BRYAN 
ALL 
Wilford 46902 ft2 4252.2 31 

BRYAN ALL  4525.9 42 
ENERGYPK 1986-91 297 m2 297 21 
MERO 1991/92 165 m2 165 0 
MERO 1974 138.75 m2 138.75 3 
MERO 1948 136 ft2 12.6 1 
MERO ALL  316.35 4 
ARMSTRONG 1972 181 m2 181 2 
ADAMS 1985 88 m2 88 1 
SILVERNALE 1947/50 650 ft2 60.4 4 
BARTRON 1948 700 ft2 65  
BARTRON 1968/69 297.5 m2 297.5  
BARTRON ALL  362.5 4 
BURNSIDE 1995 40 m2 40 1 
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Site 
Est. sq. 
meters 

Bison 
hoes Hoes/m 

BRYAN 4525.9 42 0.009279922
ENERGYPK 297 21 0.070707071
SILVERNALE 60.4 4 0.066225166
BURNSIDE 40 1 0.025 
BARTRON 362.5 4 0.011034483
MERO 316.35 4 0.012644223
ADAMS 88 1 0.011363636
ARMSTRONG 181 2 0.011049724
TOTAL 5871.15 79 0.013455626

 

 

Sub-
region 

Est. sq. 
meters 

Bison 
hoes Hoes/m

RW West 5285.8 72 0.0136 
RW East 585.35 7 0.0119 
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APPENDIX C:  DATA FROM VISUAL INSPECTIONS OF INCLUSION GRAIN SIZES IN CERAMICS 
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Site  Collection Catalog# Incl % Incl Size Incl Shp Incl ID Temper Rim type 
Bryan Bryan99 90 7.5 3 6 Q shell rolled 
Bryan Bryan99 99 10 3 6 Q+ shell faceted rolled 
Bryan Bryan99 183 12.5 5 9 Q, mica grit neck jar 
Bryan Bryan99 185 10 5 9 Q, mica grit rolled 
Bryan Bryan99 186  1   shell neck jar 
Bryan Bryan99 188  1   shell neck jar 
Bryan Bryan99 197  1   shell neck jar 
Bryan Bryan99 198 1 5 9 Q shell faceted rolled 
Bryan Bryan99 203  1   shell rolled 
Bryan Bryan99 204  1   shell rolled 
Bryan Bryan99 206  1   shell rolled 
Bryan Bryan99 213  1   shell neck jar 
Bryan Bryan99 234 1 3 8 Q, mica shell faceted rolled 
Bryan Bryan99 235  1   shell neck jar 
Bryan Bryan99 236 10 5 6 Q+ grit neck jar 
Bryan Bryan99 241  1   shell faceted rolled 
Bryan Bryan99 282  1  Q, mica grit rolled 
Bryan Bryan99 188-1 1 3 5 Q shell rolled 
Bryan Bryan99 188-2  1   shell faceted rolled 
Bryan Bryan99 190-1  1   shell rolled 
Bryan Bryan99 190-1 12.5 3 8 Q+, mica shell rolled 
Bryan Bryan99 190-2  1   shell rolled 
Bryan Bryan99 190-2 10 5 5 Q shell stubby 
Bryan Bryan99 190-3  1   shell stubby 
Bryan Bryan99 191-1 1 5 7 Q shell rolled 
Bryan Bryan99 191-2  1   shell rolled 
Bryan Bryan99 200-1 1 4 7 Q shell rolled 
Bryan Bryan99 200-2 10 3 5 Q grit rolled 
Bryan Bryan99 215-1  1   shell rolled 
Bryan Bryan99 215-2 3 3 8 Q+ shell stubby 
Bryan Bryan99 238-1 1 2 5 Q shell neck jar 
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Bryan Bryan99 238-2  1   shell faceted rolled 
Bryan Bryan99 238-3  1   shell rolled 
Bryan Bryan99 238-4  1   shell rolled 
Bryan Bryan99 248-1  1   shell rolled 
Bryan Bryan99 248-2 5 3 9 Q shell rolled 
Bryan Johns 209 1 3 5 Q, mica shell faceted rolled 
Bryan Johns 210 10 5 6 Q+, mica grit neck jar 
Bryan Johns 211  1   shell stubby 
Bryan Johns 242 3 5 3 Q shell neck jar 
Bryan Johns 247 3 3 9 Q shell stubby 
Bryan Johns 249 1 2 9 Q shell neck jar 
Bryan Johns 253  1   shell rolled 
Bryan Johns 254  1   shell neck jar 
Bryan Johns 422  1   shell body 
Bryan Johns 529 1 3 7 Q, mica shell high 
Bryan Johns 532 1 3 6 Q shell tab 
Bryan Johns 582 3 3 4 Q+, mica shell high 
Bryan Johns 583 5 4 9 Q shell high 
Bryan Johns 584  1   shell tab 
Bryan Johns 588  1   shell rolled 
Bryan Johns 594  1   shell neck jar 
Bryan Johns 596  1   shell neck jar 
Bryan Johns 620 2 5 7 Q shell neck jar 
Bryan Johns 621 5 4 8 Q shell neck jar 
Bryan Johns 622 1 5 9 Q shell rolled 
Bryan Johns 623  1   shell rolled 
Bryan Johns 624 10 5 9 Q+ grit rolled 
Bryan Johns 625 7.5 4 6 Q shell neck jar 
Bryan Johns 626 7.5 5 5 Q grit neck jar 
Bryan Johns 634  1   shell evert 
Bryan Johns 653 4 3 7 Q shell rolled 
Bryan Johns 654 4 5 5 Q shell rolled 
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Bryan Johns 673 17.5 3 9 Q+ shell evert/bowl 
Bryan Johns 721  1   shell rolled 
Bryan Johns 943  1   grit neck jar 
Bryan Johns 978  1   shell rolled 
Bryan Johns 995 15 6 9 Q, mica, HB grit neck jar 
Bryan Johns 1121  1   shell high 
Bryan Johns 1122  1   shell neck jar 
Bryan Johns 1154 1 5 5 Q shell neck jar 
Mero IMA 160 17.5 5 4 Q+ shell  
Mero IMA 324 12.5 5 6 Q shell  
Mero IMA 335 15 5 7 Q shell  
Mero IMA 404 4 3 6 Q+ shell rolled 
Mero IMA 405 5 5 8 Q shell  
Mero IMA 2456 5 4 6 Q, mica shell neck jar 
Mero IMA 2592 3 6 7 Q+ shell rolled 
Mero IMA 2851 5 7 5 Q shell neck jar 
Mero IMA 2980 12.5 4 8 Q shell  
Mero IMA 3100 7.5 4 5 Q shell neck jar 
Mero IMA 3192 20 5 6 Q+ shell  
Mero IMA 3301 17.5 5 6 Q shell neck jar 
Mero IMA 3350 5 5 7 Q shell stubby 
Mero IMA 3438 4 5 7 Q shell high 
Mero IMA 3524 20 5 4 Q, mica shell high 
Mero IMA 3561 10 5 8 Q, mica shell bowl 
Mero IMA 3653 2 6 3 Q shell bowl 
Mero IMA 3668 7.5 5 7 Q shell high 
Mero IMA 3822 10 4 6 Q, mica shell neck jar 
Mero IMA 3839     shell  
Mero IMA 3874 10 5 5 Q shell neck jar 
Mero IMA 3895 20 5 6 Q shell rolled 
Mero IMA 3938 2 4 5 Q shell  
Mero IMA 4090 7.5 4 8 Q shell  
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Mero IMA 4346 7.5 5 7 Q shell rolled 
Mero IMA 4394 2 3 9 Q shell neck jar 
Mero IMA 4583 10 5 8 Q none neck jar 
Mero IMA 4613 5 5 6 Q, mica shell  
Mero IMA 4614 2 3 7 Q shell high 
Mero IMA 4645 10 5 5 Mica, Q shell  
Mero IMA 4736 15 5 3 Q shell bowl 
Mero IMA 4800 5 3 3 Q shell neck jar 
Mero IMA 4803 15 5 5 Q shell stubby 
Mero IMA 4805 15 5 5 Q shell high 
Mero IMA 4806 5 4 5 Q shell high 
Mero IMA 4863 5 5 5 Q shell  
Mero IMA 4877 5 4 6  shell high 
Mero IMA 4927 4 5 4 Q+ shell  
Mero IMA 4928 12.5 5 8 Q shell rolled 
Mero IMA 4929 1 5 2 Q shell rolled 
Mero IMA 5009 10 5 4 Q shell high 
Mero IMA 5152 3 4 4 Q shell rolled 
Mero IMA 5169 5 7 8 Q shell rolled 
Mero IMA 5196 7.5 5 8 Q shell  
Mero IMA 5205 5 3 8 Q shell  
Mero IMA 5271 5 6 5 Q shell high 
Mero IMA 5272 4 5 6 Q shell  
Mero IMA 5274 7.5 5 6 Q shell  
Mero IMA 5338 5 5 6 Q shell  
Mero IMA 5380 7.5 5 5 Q shell stubby 
Mero IMA 5492 17.5 5 6 Q+ shell high 
Mero IMA 5680 10 5 6 Q shell  
Mero IMA 5695 7.5 5 6 Q shell high 
Mero IMA 6226 4 5 7 Q, mica shell neck jar 
Mero IMA 6329 5 5 6 Q shell shoulder 
Mero IMA 6385 5 5 7 Q shell  
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Mero IMA 6629 5 7 4 Q shell neck jar 
Mero IMA 6630 10 4 4 Q shell neck jar 
Mero IMA 6743 12.5 5 8 Q+ shell  
Mero IMA 6861 5 5 7 Q shell neck jar 
Mero IMA 4854/4853 20 5 7 Q shell tab 
         

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 


