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Figure 2.1. Location of David Crockett Birthplace State Park within 
Greene County, TN. 
 

  
Figure 2.2. Boundaries of the park, including historic site 40GN205  
and prehistoric site 40GN12. Source: Tennessee Division of Archaeology. 
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Background 

Environment 
 

Geology and Physiography. David Crockett Birthplace State Park is nestled within the 

Valley and Ridge physiographic province of the Eastern United States that runs northeast to 

southwest and parallel to the western side of the Blue Ridge Mountains (Rogers 1953). The 

Valley and Ridge region is bordered by the Cumberland Plateau to the east (Rogers 1953). The 

park is located along the Nolichucky River whose headwaters are formed in the Black Mountains 

of North Carolina, which contain the highest peak in the Eastern United States, Mount Mitchell. 

The 110-mile river begins at the confluence of the North Toe and Cane rivers at an elevation of 

over 2000 feet AMSL in North Carolina, ending at an elevation of around 1000 feet AMSL, 

where it joins the French Broad River to form Douglas Lake in Tennessee (National Park Service 

1980; Tonn and Cottrill 2004). The river flows through portions of the Blue Ridge Mountains 

past the Unaka and Bald Mountains, which were formed during the Pre-Cambrian and Cambrian 

geologic periods (Rodgers 1953). These mountains are composed of rocks such as quartzite, 

sandstone, basalt, arkose, greywacke, and micaceous shale (Benthall 1997; McIlhany 1978). The 

Nolichucky transports these sediments from higher elevations into the Valley and Ridge 

province. The local geology consists of Knox limestone, Knox dolomite, sandstone, and shale 

formed during the Cambrian and Early Ordovician periods and Honaker dolomite formed during 

the later Ordovician (Benthall 1997; McIlhany 1978; National Park Service 1980). Regionally, 

limestone and dolomite formations are easily eroded, creating valleys and fertile floodplains, and 

are also an abundance source of chert nodules (Benthall 1997; McIlhany 1978).  Figure 2.3 

shows the geological formations of the park area, which consist mainly of cherty Knox limestone 

and dolostone overlain by a layer of Sevier shale (Hardeman et al. 1966; Rodgers 1953). 
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Figure 2.3. United States Geological Survey Map over a shaded relief 
created from Tennessee LIDAR data (resolution is 2.5 feet). Source: 
LIDAR from TN-GIS; USGS Geological Map was adapted from John 
Rodgers 1953 Geological Map of Tennessee. 

 

The state park is located within the Middle Nolichucky River Valley, resting on a two-

tiered alluvial terrace with a lower, narrow floodplain. The southern end of the park is bound by 

Big Limestone Creek with the Nolichucky River flowing north along the western portion of the 

park. There is a natural sand bank and a small island at the mouth of the creek. Large amounts of 

mica and feldspar have been released into the Nolichucky River by past mining in North 

Carolina and are now found along the riverbanks in abundance, adding to the natural deposit of 

these minerals (Muncy 1985). At the northern boundary of the park is a set of shoals where the 

river makes a sharp right angle, heading southwest. The lowest elevation of the park is 

approximately 1335 feet AMSL on the lower floodplain, and the first terrace is approximately 

1350 feet AMSL. The second terrace contains the highest elevation in the park which is located 
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along the road that forms the eastern boundary of the park, at approximately 1400 feet AMSL. 

The sediment found along the lower floodplain is comprised mainly of Congaree fine sandy 

loam. The raised terraces consist of sediments such as State loam (statler), Altavista loam, 

Congaree loam, Emory silt loam, Cumberland silty clay loam, and Waynesboro cobbly loam 

(USDA 2019). Figure 2.4 shows the soil map created with GIS (Geographical Information 

Systems) data retrieved from the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) Web Soil 

Survey using the state park boundary polygon to define the Area of Interest. The soil type legend 

and summary are displayed in Table 2.1. 

 

  
Figure 2.4. Map of soil types found within the park. Source: USDA Web 
Soil Survey. 
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Table 2.1. USGS Soil Map Legend 

Symbol Map Unit Name Acres Percent 
Ag Altavista loam, undulating phase 7.4 7.5% 
Cd Congaree fine sandy loam 10.7 11.0% 
Ce Congaree loam 4.7 4.8% 
Cf Cumberland silt loam, undulating phase (dewey) 7.8 7.9% 
Cg Cumberland silty clay loam, eroded hilly phase (dewey) 2.9 3.0% 
Da Dandridge shaly silt loam, eroded hilly phase 1.8 1.8% 
Df Dandridge silt loam, steep phase 0.2 0.2% 

Dsg Dunmore silty clay loam, 12 to 25 percent slopes, eroded 1.4 1.4% 
Ec Emory silt loam, 0 to 4 percent slopes, rarely flooded 6.6 6.7% 
Ga Greendale silt loam, 0 to 6 percent slopes, rarely flooded 0.8 0.8% 
Lc Lindside silt loam, 0 to 2 percent slopes, occasionally flooded, warm 2.2 2.2% 
Mc Melvin silt loam, 0 to 2 percent slopes, occasionally flooded, warm 0.5 0.5% 
Nc Needmore silty clay loam, eroded rolling phase 3.1 3.2% 
Nd Nolichucky cobbly fine sandy loam, eroded hilly phase 0.1 0.1% 
Pc Pace silt loam, eroded rolling phase (tasso) 2.1 2.2% 
Se State loam (statler) 16.7 17.1% 
Sf State loam, eroded rolling phase (statler) 4.6 4.7% 
Sk Stony hilly land, dunmore soil material (barfield-roc) 2.9 3.0% 
Sl Stony rolling land, dunmore soil material (barfield-roc) 0.2 0.2% 
Sn Stony steep land, dunmore soil material (barfield-roc) 3.6 3.6% 
W Water 0.6 0.6% 
Wa Waynesboro cobbly loam, eroded hilly phase (nolichucky) 6.3 6.4% 
Wb Waynesboro cobbly loam, eroded rolling phase (nolichucky) 0.8 0.8% 
Wd Waynesboro loam, 6 to 15 percent slopes, eroded 8.2 8.3% 
Wg Whitesburg silt loam 1.6 1.7% 

 

Climate. Based on the Koppen Climate Classification system (Figure 2.5), the region is 

categorized as Cfa, which is a humid sub-tropical-warm summer climate type, with cold, but 

mild winters (TN Climate Office 2019). In higher elevations greater than 3000 feet, the summer 

temperature averages are cooler and these areas are classified as Cfb (Oceanic or Humid 

Highlands) (TN Climate Office 2019). Temperature records taken in Greene County from 1989-

2010 report an average summer high as 87° F and an average summer low as 62° F, with the 

average winter high as 50° F and the average winter low as 26° F (U.S. Climate Data 2019). The 

annual precipitation is 43 inches and the average snow accumulation is 9 inches (U.S. Climate 

Data 2019).  
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Figure 2.5. Tennessee Climate map. Map provided by the Tennessee Climate 
Office and used with permission. 

 

Flora/Fauna. The Cherokee National Forest boasts “over 20,000 species of plants and  

animals” and many of these are found within the Middle Nolichucky River Valley (National 

Forest Foundation 2019). Area forests are classified as temperate deciduous, which have been 

altered by human impacts on the landscape. Along the Middle Nolichucky Valley the lands have 

been cleared for timber and agriculture, and farms and pasture lands are now abundant. Sparse 

patches of forests remain in the valley, while the nearby Cherokee and Pisgah National Forests 

protect natural resources found in the higher elevations of the Blue Ridge Mountains. Trees such 

as oak, maple, black locust, pine, birch, and hickory now dominate mountainous regions, while 

oak, pine, yellow poplar, red cedar, and hickory are found in the lower elevations (McIlhaney 

1978). The Chestnut blight in the 1930s destroyed a major proportion of the American chestnut 

that once dotted the landscape, and invasive species such as the Bradford Pear have become 
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abundant in the area (Shelford 1963; TN IPC 2019). Human-induced environmental change has 

further affected the forest environment through timber harvesting, land clearing, and wildfires. 

According to the Tennessee Encyclopedia, the region sustains 47 species of mammals, at 

least 120 birds, 55 reptiles and amphibians, and 154 different species of fish (TN Encyclopedia 

2017). Indigenous fauna include white-tailed deer, black bears, raccoons, opossum, eastern gray 

squirrels, beavers, and otters. Avian species include waterfowl, wild turkey, ruffed grouse, bald 

eagles, hawks, owls, and songbirds. Numerous amphibians such as box, painted and snapping 

turtles can be found, along with a variety of reptiles, including two species of venomous snakes: 

timber rattlesnakes and copperheads. Local wildlife has been impacted by modern anthropogenic 

events such as deforestation, mining, dams, construction, pollution, and climate change (Savitz et 

al. 1996). Riverine species such as freshwater mussels and fish in the Nolichucky have been 

heavily impacted by human activities, but this has been slightly offset by environmental 

regulations and federal efforts to restock rivers with fish such as rainbow trout by the U.S. Fish 

and Wildlife Service (TWRA 2017).   

Site History 
 

Prehistoric. The Prehistory of the Southeastern United States refers to the Native  

American occupancy documented through archaeological investigations, radiocarbon and other 

dating techniques, along with early historical records of European explorers and settlers. An 

established and general cultural chronology is presented that delineates five major time periods 

throughout environmental and societal changes. It is important to note that these dates can vary 

regionally and will continue to be revised as new sites are discovered. These periods include the 

Paleoindian, the Archaic, the Woodland, and the Mississippian, with each of these further 

condensed into Early, Middle, and Late. The Protohistoric Period is an extension of the 
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Mississippian, designating indigenous occupancy that is contemporaneous with the arrival of 

Europeans onto the continent, but does not necessarily indicate definitive contact between the 

two groups. All of these prehistoric periods are represented and have been recovered from state 

recorded archaeological sites in the Middle Nolichucky Valley (McIlhany 1978).  

Paleoindian (> 10,000 BC – 8000 BC). The Paleoindian Period marks the earliest  

evidence of human occupancy in North and South America, including the Southeast. The 

archaeological signature of these sites suggest most Paleoindian groups were made up of small 

bands of mobile hunter/gatherers whose seasonal movements across the landscape were 

motivated by resource procurement (Anderson et al 1996; Ward and Davis 1999). The exact 

beginning of the Paleoindian Period has been debated as more sites are discovered (Davis et al. 

2019). Current consensus postulates that people moved into the New World from Asia across the 

Bering Land Bridge that was exposed during the late Pleistocene. Sea level was 100 to 120 

meters lower due to the presence of large glaciers in the northern hemisphere, and the land 

bridge, or Beringia, was inundated approximately 13,000 years ago (Dixon 2013; Fairbanks 

1989). Controversial archaeological evidence indicates that humans were already in the New 

World by this time. The proposed oldest known site in North America was found at the Bluefish 

Caves in Canada where radiocarbon dating was performed on mammal bones with possible stone 

tool cut marks, placing human occupancy to “~ 24,000 cal yr BP” (Burgeon et al. 2017). Other 

migration theorists have suggested that there could have been several waves of migration, 

including routes along the northwestern coast of North America (Erlandson 2013). The multiple-

wave migration theory has been supported by DNA evidence comparing ancient and modern 

Native American populations with their Asian counterparts, indicating splits in the gene flow at 
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around 23,000 BP and again at 13,000 BP (Goebel et al. 2008; Raghavan et al. 2015; Reich et al. 

2012). 

The Paleoindian Period of the Southeast has been further refined as the Early, Middle, 

and Late Paleoindian Periods. Each period is associated with both climate and cultural changes 

during the “Ice Age” of the Pleistocene epoch, and lasted through the cooling of the Younger 

Dryas event that preceded the beginning of the warmer Holocene epoch (Anderson et al 1996). 

The archeological record suggests that Paleoindians were subsisting in small bands, seasonally 

moving across the landscape to procure resources and to hunt Pleistocene megafauna (Anderson 

et al 1996; Ward and Davis 1999). The Early Paleoindian Period dates from > 10,000 to 8850 

BC and is marked by the widespread distribution of large fluted Clovis points (Anderson et al. 

1996; Ward and Davis 1999). Waters and Stafford (2007) have revised the Clovis time range to 

9100 to 8850 BC based on site data and radiocarbon dates. The Middle Paleoindian Period date 

range is 8850 to 8500 BC, while the Late Paleoindian Period dates from 8500 to 8000 BC 

(Anderson et al. 1996; Hudson 1994; Ward and Davis 1999). Projectile Points/Knives (PPKs) 

found at Paleoindian sites in the Southeast also include examples of other fluted and non-fluted 

types such as Redstone, Cumberland, Gainey, and Dalton points (Anderson et al 1996; Daniel 

and Goodyear 2006).  

Archaic (8000 BC – 1000 BC). The Archaic Period in the Southeast is seen by regional  

adaptations to a warming climate in the Holocene epoch, which had direct effects on the 

environment (Anderson et al. 1996; Hudson 1994; Ward and Davis 1999). The expansions of 

deciduous forests created an ecosystem that provided Archaic peoples with a more diversified 

diet, as seen in an increased use of resources such as nuts, seed-bearing plants, fish, and smaller 

game (Anderson et al. 1996; Hudson 1994; Ward and Davis 1999). Territories decreased as 



33 
 

populations increased and the archaeological record shows that technology also changes with the 

use of smaller, more expedient stone tools (Ward and Davis 1999). Early Archaic sites date from 

8000 to 6000 BC, with stone tools of this time consisting of Palmer, St. Albans, LeCroy, 

Kanawha, and Kirk types (Anderson and Sassaman 2004, Ward and Davis 1999). The Middle 

Archaic lasts from 6000 to 3000 BC, in which Stanley, Morrow Mountain and Guilford type 

points have been recovered (Ward and Davis 1999). The archaeological record from sites of the 

Late Archaic suggests evidence for the beginnings of domestic plant cultivation and the use of 

soapstone carved vessels (Hudson 1994; Ward and Davis 1999). The Late Archaic lasted from 

3000 BC to 1000 BC, and projectile points such as Appalachian Stemmed and Otarre types are 

found at these sites (Anderson and Sassaman 2004; Ward and Davis 1999). Localized cultural 

traits emerge in the Southeast during this time that include mortuary sites, mound building, and 

shell middens (Anderson and Hanson 1988; Gibson 2006; Russo 1994). The first pottery types in 

the United States also emerge along the East Coast in the Savannah River region (Sassaman and 

Rudolphi 2001). 

Woodland (1000 BC – AD 1000). The Woodland Period in the Southeast is distinguished  

by widespread cultural changes, some of which continued from the Middle to Late Archaic 

Periods, such as sedentary villages and horticulture (Anderson et al. 2002). The archaeological 

record indicates that a vast trade network was accessed through trails and streams, utilized across 

the United States, creating widespread social connections and cultural diffusion (Anderson et al. 

2002). Native Americans begin utilizing large-scale horticulture of plants such as maygrass, 

sumpweed, goosefoot, and sunflowers (Messner 2011, Ward and Davis 1999). These plants were 

cultivated for their nutritional value and use as medicines, textiles, tools, and architecture 

(Hudson 1994). Non-native plants such as maize, squash, and gourds appear, while pottery 
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making becomes widespread throughout the Southeast (Anderson et al. 2002; Hudson 1994). The 

bow and arrow is introduced to the region, and as a result lithic technology changes and 

projectile points become smaller (Anderson et al. 2002, Hudson 1994).  

Pottery traditions appear in East Tennessee during the Early Woodland at around 1000 

BC (Sassaman and Rudolph 2001). Pottery recovered from Woodland sites show evidence of 

experimental and transitional pottery styles, with the introduction of surface decorations that 

were stamped by wooden paddles wound with cord and fabric or carved with designs (Hudson 

1994). These types of surface treatments are unique to the Southeast (Hudson 1994). Effigies and 

important symbols, such as bird and serpent motifs, are also incorporated into vessel design 

(Hudson 1994). Pottery recorded from Woodland sites in Upper East Tennessee have included 

temper types such as sand, grit, quartz, chalcedony, and limestone (Franklin et al. 2008). 

Changes in pottery making and lithic technology have defined the Early (1000 BC – AD 0), 

Middle (AD 0 – 500), and Late Woodland (AD 500 – 1000) (Anderson et al. 2002; Bense 1994; 

Wright and Henry 2013). These pottery traditions continue into the Mississippian and 

Protohistoric Periods.  

Mississippian (AD 1000 – AD 1570). The Mississippian Period in the Southeast is  

is defined by expansive agricultural societies ruled by chiefdoms and councils and by a 

ceremonial complex that had religious focus on seasons and maize cultivation (Hudson 1994). 

Throughout the eastern United States, large flat-topped mounds were constructed that supported 

religious structures and the homes of chiefs and the elite (Hudson 1994). Although mounds have 

been documented in Upper East Tennessee, they are not as large and extensive as the mound 

sites found in larger river valleys further south (Franklin et al. 2010). One hypothesis for this is 
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that the Native Americans of this region may have been ruled by councils rather than chiefdoms 

recorded from other archaeological sites in the Southeast (Franklin et al. 2010).  

The Pisgah Phase marks the beginning of the Mississippian culture in Upper East 

Tennessee and dates to roughly from AD 1000-1450 (Dickens 1976; Ward and Davis 1999). 

Pisgah pottery was tempered with sand, mica, and quartz and had distinctive ladder stamping and 

chevron incised decorations (Dickens 1976; Ward and Davis 1999). Around AD 1400, 

Southeastern pottery became branches of the Lamar style, which is identified by distinct surface 

treatments such as incised patterns and complicated stamping (Dickens 1976). Regional temper 

and surface treatments vary during this time period and in Upper East Tennessee temper types 

include sand, grit, quartz, steatite, and shell (Boyd 1986; Dickens 1976; Shreve et al. 2020). The 

ceramics types recovered from sites in Upper East Tennessee are similar to regionally defined 

typologies such as Dallas (Lewis and Kneberg 1946), Qualla (Egloff 1967), Overhill (Lewis and 

Kneberg 1946), Burke (Keeler 1971), and Nolichucky (Earnest n.d.), which are primarily based 

on temper, surface treatment, vessel form, cultural affiliation, and site location in the Southeast.  

Protohistoric (AD 1570 – 1700). Dalton-Carriger (2016) has revised the Protohistoric  

range (AD 1570-1700) for East Tennessee as the transitional period between early contact and 

the Historic Period, based on an analysis of European glass trade beads found at regional sites. 

Other European trade items such as metal and firearms are found at these archaeological sites in 

the Southeast (Dalton-Carriger 2016; Shreve et al. 2020; Smith 2004). Dalton-Carriger (2016) 

also presents a date range for early European contact in the Late Mississippian as 1492-1568, 

representing early Spanish exploration from Columbus to Juan Pardo. Native American societies 

were dramatically altered by new diseases, technological changes, warfare, and displacement by 

direct and indirect contact with Europeans (Perdue and Green 1995; Smith 2004). This large 
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scale cultural upheaval continued as indigenous peoples began adapting to European lifestyles 

until the removal of the majority of Southeastern Native Americans during the Trail of Tears in 

1838 (Perdue and Green 1995).  

Historic (post AD 1700). Early European settlers began moving into the area of what is  

now known as Upper East Tennessee during the 1760s and 1770s to escape British rule in the 

Colonies (Cox and Cox 2001; Dixon 1989; Kennedy 1995). This went against the Royal 

Proclamation of 1763, in which King George III forbid the settlement of lands west of the 

Appalachians Mountains, recognizing them as lands belonging to the Native Americans (Cox 

and Cox 2001; Kennedy 1995). More and more settlers began moving into areas along the 

Holston, Watauga, and Nolichucky rivers, and the three settlements soon joined forces to form 

the Watauga Association (Dixon 1989; Kennedy 1995). One of these immigrants was Jacob 

Brown, an Englishman from South Carolina who had set up a trading post and smithy on the 

Nolichucky River, winning favor by trading with Native American groups such as the Cherokee 

(Cox and Cox 2001; Dixon 1989). In 1772, representatives of the Watauga Association met with 

Cherokee leaders, including Chief Atacullaculla, in order to lease lands for a period of ten years 

(Dixon 1989). Among them was Jacob Brown, who negotiated separately to purchase land along 

the Nolichucky River including the property that is now David Crockett Birthplace State Park 

(Cox and Cox 2001; Dixon 1989). 

The Revolutionary War began in 1775, and by then the British had joined forces with the 

Cherokee, many of whom were unhappy with the agreement to sell and lease lands, as they saw 

the numbers of European immigrants multiply (Cox and Cox 2001; Dixon 1989). Dragging 

Canoe, the son of Chief Atacullaculla, gathered a force of warriors that were soon joined by 

members of the Creek Nation (Cox and Cox 2001; Dixon 1989). As word spread of the imminent 
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threat, the European settlements began constructing forts to protect them from both British and 

Native American attacks (Cox and Cox 2001; Dixon 1989). There are references in historical 

documents that famous Tennessean John Sevier may have had established one of his homesteads 

at the mouth of Little Limestone Creek on the Nolichucky River, which is a few miles upstream 

from the park (Schumate and Schumate-Evans 2002). The historical record shows that Fort Lee 

was constructed at the mouth of Big Limestone and the Nolichucky River by John Sevier and his 

men to protect the inhabitants of the Nolichucky settlements (Cox and Cox 2001).  In July of 

1776, the settlers were sent a message from Nancy Ward, a female Cherokee leader, of an 

oncoming attack from Cherokee forces led by Dragging Canoe, Chief Raven, and Chief 

Abraham (Dixon 1989; Cox and Cox 2001). The message was delivered by four white traders 

who had narrowly escaped with her help from the Cherokee settlements (Dixon 1989; Cox and 

Cox 2001). Fort Lee was abandoned before completion and the Nolichucky settlers fled north to 

Fort Caswell in the Watauga settlement (Dixon 1989; Cox and Cox 2001). A war party led by 

Chief Abraham was sent to the Nolichucky settlement, who then set fire to Fort Lee after finding 

it empty and uncompleted (Dixon 1989; Cox and Cox 2001). Many settlers were killed or 

captured by the Cherokee forces during the ensuing weeks of battles, which eventually ended 

with the retreat of the Cherokee and Creek warriors (Dixon 1989; Cox and Cox 2001).  

Dragging Canoe and his warriors continued raiding the settlements for the several years, 

while the settlers led by John Sevier raided and burned Cherokee villages to the south (Dixon 

1989; Cox and Cox 2001). Many died on both sides including David Crockett’s grandparents 

who were killed while tending their farm along the Holston River (Crockett 1834; Kennedy 

1995). One of his uncles was severely wounded, while another uncle, who was reportedly deaf 

and mute, was held captive for 17 years (Crockett 1834). David Crockett’s father, John, was a 


