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Improper Archeology,
“Fabulous Saltville,”' and the Ancient
History of Southwest Virginia*

Jim Glanville

History in the region west of the Virginia Blue Ridge has been
profoundly influenced by the salt deposits that lie beneath Smyth and
Washington counties in southwestern Virginia. Even before the ar-
rival of humans (less than 20,000 years ago), salt licks attracted ice-
age mammals to the site of modern-day Saltville, a town that straddles
the two counties. Humans naturally followed, and arguably the first
knowable fact of North American history is that a mastodon feast
took place about 14,500 B.C. in Saltville. The appellation “fabulous”
used in the title of this article is a professional acknowledgment of the
richness of Saltville’s archeological endowment.

What follows is the story of Southwest Virginia up to the arrival
of Europeans, with an emphasis on Saltville and Smyth County. The
story is told using the combined evidence of the historical record, the
professional archeological literature, and amateur archeology. The
intent of this article is to focusattention on the archeology of Saltville
and Smyth County and to encourage others either to present differ-
ent views or extend the study of what is here called “improper arche-
ology.”

Introduction

In a previous article,? the author suggested that conquistadors
attacked Saltville in 1567 — as described in contemporary Spanish
documents and supported by recent excavations in North Carolina
that revealed a contemporary Spanish base of operations near
Morganton. Working on that article spurred his interest in the cul-
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ture of the people then living in Saltville and Smyth County, and
more generally in the history of Southwest Virginia in the millennia
before European contact.? A study of the archeological literature de-
scribing the region west of the Blue Ridge followed. It soon became
apparent that Saltville and Smyth County archeology was a major
part of the story and that much more archeological information about
Saltville and Smyth County could be found in amateur records than
in professional ones.

Amateur archeology, particularly relic collecting and excavating
Native-American graves, has been a Smyth County tradition for a
hundred years or more. In this article local relic collectors who dug
Native-American graves will be called tombaroli.* Interviews with liv-
ing, former tombaroli® and other investigations during the past twelve
months have led to the recovery of many amateur records, some de-
scribed here. The author has mixed feelings about the record of ama-
teur archeology in Saltville. On one hand it was undertaken by some
remarkable people and contains considerable, unique information that
otherwise would have been lost. On the other hand, it destroyed large
and important parts of the archeological record and was often under-
taken for personal gain, not in the pursuit of knowledge. The record
is, however, what it is.

As Homo sapiens sapiens spread out from Africa across the planet,
modern humans reached the American continent very late in the
human story. The conventional view is that people finally crossed a
land bridge from Siberia to Alaska about 20,000 years ago,’ but mod-
ern scholarship is increasingly open to additional hypotheses such as
direct ocean crossings from the Old World.®

The history of the early years of human occupation in south-
western Virginia can be incompletely reconstructed from archeology.
Before that, the history of the region is geologic.? Saltville, in mod-
ern-day Smyth County, has been a locus of human activity in South-
west Virginia across a span of 15,000 years. The first human arrivals
doubtless followed game trails'® to the salt lick!! at Saltville. Much
later, as will be described, Native Americans operated a salt produc-
tion and trading center there. For the period immediately prior to the
time that Europeans came into the region, we have, in addition to
archeological evidence, various written records that illuminate pre-
contact Native-American cultures and their development.

Saltville has two major archeological claims to fame: (1) its in-
ternational reputation as a site of a very early human occupation in
the Americas'?— one of just a handful of such sites. The evidence for
this first claim has been widely recorded in the professional literature
and will be described; and (2) for becoming a center of salt-making
and -trading operations in the centuries prior to European contact.
This second claim has been discussed in the professional archeologi-
cal literature, but actual evidence for the claim comes only from his-
toric records and the reports of tombaroli. Ironically, because of its
ready solubility in water, salt itself is almost never found in the ar-
cheological record.?

The term “improper archeology”'* refers to a study of any aspect
of the activities of the tombaroli and relic hunters or collectors. The
methods of improper archeology are primarily those of the historian
and the detective. Improper archeology includes any historical aspect
of archeology outside strict professional purview such as examining
family and other records of amateur archeologists — including col-
lecting pictures and records of artifacts they once possessed, reading
local writings such as newspaper interviews, transcribing long-lost tape
recordings, interviewing living former tombaroli, and studying the pub-
lications of relic collectors. Because of the important role of amateurs
and former tombaroli in providing insight into the history of South-
west Virginia, their activities are examined in this article. Several new
archeological conclusions are reached based on an analysis of recently
gathered improper archeological evidence. The activities of three
important amateurs — Nathan Brisco, Rufus Pickle, and Robey
Maiden, all of whom opened many Native-American graves in and
around Smyth County — are highlighted.?

Nathan M. Brisco (19007-1955) was a school teacher who later
worked in the insurance business. He was active in amateur archeol-
ogy in the 1930s and published a six-part article in the Marion news-
paper'® in 1933. A previously unrecognized, undated report on the
archeology of Smyth County!’by Brisco was discovered in the files of
the Virginia Department of Historic Resources in Richmond during
the summer of 2004. Based on internal evidence, the undated report
must also have been prepared about 1933. In 1933 Brisco donated a
number of Smyth County artifacts to the Smithsonian’s National
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Museum of Natural History (NMNH).!® He is not known to have
published in the professional archeological literature.

Rufus Wilson Pickle (1896-1975) was raised up in Saltville and
later lived in Marion. He worked as a plumber and pipe fitter at the
Mathieson Alkali Works in Saltville and later as a plumbing teacher
at Washington County Technical Center. He maintained a large base-
ment artifact museum and collaborated on amateur archeology for
many years with Ralph Space, the developer and owner of the Space
Farms tourist attraction in New Jersey. By pre-agreement, Pickle’s
extensive artifact collection went to Space on Pickle’s death. Pickle
was a member of the Tennessee (but not the Virginia) Archeological
Society and published three short articles in the Tennessee Archaeolo-
gist in the late 1940s.%° A lengthy description of Pickle’s archeological
work was published as a series of articles by local Saltville historian
Frank Sanders in the Saltville Progress in the summer of 1971.% Tom
Totten taped an interview with Pickle in May 1975.22 The interview
has been recently transcribed and an excerpt from it is published for
the first time in this article.

Robey G. Maiden (1911-1975) was for some time an Olin Cor-
poration employee; later he became a semiprofessional relic collector.
A newspaper biography of Maiden by Henry Diggs was published in
1949.2 Maiden was occasionally quoted in the professional archeo-
logical literature?* but never published independently. The chief record
of his work is the six-part series of articles,” edited by Mack Blackwell,
Jr.,”® entitled “Tales That Dead Men Tell” and published in the Saltville
Progress in January and February 1965. Robey’s brother, Clarence
Maiden, was an artifact dealer.

Regrettably, much improper archeology was relic hunting from
Native-American graves — a practice that professional archeologists
call looting. However, over the past twenty years, attitudes about the
excavation of human burials, especially excavations conducted for
profit, have altered dramatically, and changes in the law have out-
lawed the practice. In nearby Wythe County, active tombaroli have, in
recent years, been prosecuted. Changes in the law and changes in
social and professional attitudes toward indigenous peoples of America
and their graves are described in this article.

This study is particularly appropriate for The Smithfield Review:
On January 10, 1793, General Francis Smith Preston (1765-1835) of

Smithfield married Sarah Buchanan Campbell (1778-1846) of
Saltville, the daughter of General William Campbell (1745-1781) and
Elizabeth Henry (1749-1825) a sister of Patrick Henry.” After their
marriage, Francis Preston assumed direction of the salt works in
Saltville; several of the couple’s fifteen children were born there be-
fore the family moved to Abingdon. “Smithfield,” the Preston home
in Blacksburg, and the later Preston family residence in Abingdon
(now the Martha Washington Inn) stand at the foci of a 130-odd-
mile-long ellipse that covers the area examined in this article. Figure
1 shows the counties of Southwest Virginia in our designated study
area.

Conventional Time Periods

Archeologists and anthropologists conventionally divide prehis-
toric time into conventional time periods.?® To set the stage for what
follows, such periods are first summarized for Southwest Virginia in
Table 1. In the sections that follow each period is briefly described
and includes the main human activities characterizing the period and
its material culture (the typical objects and other evidence found in
the archeological record by excavation). The dates of archeological
time periods in Virginia cited in Table 1 are those adopted by the
Virginia Department of Historic Resources (VDHR).

50 miles

Craig
Buchanan onlgomery
i Bland X
Dickenso Tazewe Pulaski
Russell w Floyd

Figure 1. The counties of Southwest Virginia.
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Table 1. Archeological Time Periodsin Virginia

Period Lifestyle Conventional
of the people Date Ranges”
Paleoindian Nomadic hunter-gatherers 15,000-8,000 B.C.
Early Archaic Territorial hunter-gatherers 8,000-6,000 B.C.
Middle Archaic Territorial hunter-gatherers 6,000-2,500 B.C.
Late Archaic Territorial hunter-gatherers 2,500-1,200 B.C.

Early Woodland Partly sedentary hunter-gatherers 1,200-500 B.C.
Middle Woodland*  Sedentary hunter-gatherers 500B.C.-A.D. 900
Late Woodland Horticulturalists/Farmers A.D. 900-1600
Contact Horticulturalists/Farmers AD. 1600-1800

*Terminology is a potential minefield for the lay person. Middle Woodland as used
in Southwest Virginia extends through what is called Late Woodland (i.e., A.D.
500-900) in many other regions of North America. Late Woodland (as used by
people in the Northeast especially) is contemporary with Mississippian (A.D.
900-1600) on the Ohio River and downstream from Southwest Virginia on the
Tennessee River.

The various time period summaries derive from many sources:
The VDHR publication by Egloff and Woodward and its associated
website,® a very recent list of periods specific to Southwest Virginia
published by Stanyard,* an earlier VDHR paper by Hodges,*? an older
summary by Hranicky,* a pamphlet published by the Roanoke Chap-
ter of the Archeological Society of Virginia,* a discussion of time pe-
riods from a Virginia Native-American perspective,” a recently pub-
lished regional cultural history for Lee County,* and an article de-
scribing the archeological time periods of the nearby Blue Ridge to
the east.’” To keep Southwest Virginia’s prehistory in a regional per-
spective, time periods for neighboring states have been included. North
Carolina time periods have been described by Claggett,® Tennessee
time periods are described at a state museum web site, Kentucky
time periods are listed at the official state archeology website,** and
West Virginia time periods have been described by Solecki* and
McMichael.# Information about probable plant foods available dur-
ing each period has been derived principally from Chapman and
Watson*® by extrapolation from eastern Tennessee sites. Pictures of
many of the numerous plants used by Native Americans over archeo-
logical time are provided by Wagner and Civitello.*

A number of studies have covered multiple archeological peri-
ods in Southwest Virginia. Among these, the single most important is
Holland’s 1970 regional survey conducted on behalf of the Smithsonian
Institution.** A reconnaissance in 1979 for a proposed, but never built,
dam in Washington County surveyed Southwest Virginia’s history and
noted the attraction of the region’s salt for mastodons, woolly mam-
moths, moose, bison, woodland musk ox, etc., and that “the aborigi-
nal populations also utilized the salt resources at Saltville.”* Two now
somewhat-dated ethnographic studies of the region are Bushnell’s short
article from 1926,*? and Ellen Copenhaver’s 1933 thesis.*® Native-
American use of caves across the whole archeological record in Vir-
ginia has been reviewed by Barber and Hubbard.** An environmental
history of the nearby Shenandoah Valley is in the thesis by Carbone,*
and many older literature references for southwestern Virginia arche-
ology are given in the standard, but now outdated, bibliography of
Virginia Indians.’' By way of comparison, it is interesting to read Mike
Johnson’s long-term history of Fairfax County covering roughly the
same period as in this article.*

For synoptic coverage of Saltville and Smyth County there is
MacCord’s brief review article in the county’s standard history*} and
MacDonald’s 1984 comprehensive bibliography of Saltville archeol-
ogy.>*Vegetation changes across the entire time period have been stud-
ied using microscopic examination of plant remains from a site in the
Saltville Valley,’ and at least one site in the valley has been shown to
have a long occupational history traversing many archeological peri-
ods.>

Although Virginia archeologists generally agree about the date
ranges of Virginia’s archeological periods, disagreements continue
about the period in which particular events occurred in Southwest
Virginia. For example, professionals continue to disagree about the
period during which beans entered Southwest Virginia and the period
during which large villages were established.

The Paleoindian Period

The Paleoindian period, which ranges from 15,000 to 8,000 B.C.,
is sometimes divided before and after 9,500 B.C., with the range 15,000
to 9,500 B.C. called pre-Clovis.’” Overall, direct evidence from the
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Paleoindian period in Virginia is sparse because few permanent hu-
man habitation sites are known, and many of those have been dis-
turbed.”® However, basic occupation patterns can be sketched with
the help of information from other regions. The climate during this
period was generally cold and moist. Extensive areas of open uplands
covered with sedges and grasses developed above the flood plains,
which probably resembled today’s Arctic tundra. Stands of spruce, fir,
and pine covered the mountains, whose tops were likely snow-cov-
ered yearlong. Humans lived as nomadic hunter-gatherers (foragers
and scavengers) at a low population density and ranged over wide
territories. They probably established temporary camps at places where
animals passed along game trails or where animals congregated, such
as at watering holes and salt licks. Because most of the plant species
in spruce woodlands yield little food, humans hunted large animals
such as mastodon, woolly mammoth, musk ox, camel, bison, caribou,
and white-tailed deer. Artifacts recovered from this period are made
of chipped stone and include projectile points and other tools vari-
ously described as scrapers, gravers, wedges, drills, and hammerstones.”
Because they are abundant in the archeological record and extremely
well-catalogued, projectile points are used as “time-markers” or “cul-
tural identifiers.” Paleoindian projectile points from the Saltville vi-
cinity have been described by Barfield.®° Also found from this period
is evidence of tool making, such as the presence of debitage (stone
waste from artifact manufacture) at tool quarrying and making sites.
Logic suggests that paleoindians also made tools from wood, animal
bones, tortoiseshell, etc.; however, these and other organic materials
almost inevitably fail to survive in the archeological record. The lat-
ter part of the Paleoindian period is characterized by fluted stone points
known as Clovis points. In Virginia, major concentrations of Clovis
points occur in Dinwiddie County, in Warren County, and in the
Saltville valley in Smyth County. Randy Turner®! has written that the
Smyth County-centered concentration of Clovis points “undoubtedly
is related to the presence of salt deposits at Saltville, creating a par-
ticularly attractive environment for the attraction and exploitation of
Late Pleistocene fauna.”

Saltvillein the pre-Clovis period

Since the 1930s, and until a few years ago, the prevailing scien-
tific view was that humans entered an unpopulated North America
in a single wave around 11,000 years ago, quickly spread continent-
wide, and established a widely dispersed Clovis culture. In this view,
there was not and could not be any pre-Clovis culture. But the gradual
accumulation of evidence from various pre-Clovis sites led to a re-
thinking; Saltville is one of a number of probable pre-Clovis sites.5
As a probable pre-Clovis site, Saltville regularly appears in the col-
umns of the national press.5

Given the elusiveness and scarcity of evidence from the
Paleoindian period, proving the presence of humans anywhere and
deducing anything about their activities are enormous challenges. Find-
ing marks of human handiwork on ancient bones is one of the few
means of proof. Saltville provides such evidence.

That the Saltville Valley is a repository of fossilized big mammal
bones has been known since the earliest days of Euroamerican salt
making and was communicated to Thomas Jefferson in 1782 in a well-
known letter from resident Arthur Campbell.** Later, in 1848, when
workers opened the railroad cut in the west end of the Valley, large
numbers of fossilized ice-age bones were uncovered.®® Scientific study
of the bones began in 1917 when William Dye Mount (at the time the
superintendent of the Mathieson Alkali Works) sent specimens un-
covered during work on the well fields® to the Carnegie Institute in
Pittsburgh.®” Subsequently, fossilized bones from Saltville received con-
siderable scientific scrutiny from Virginia Tech geologists,%
Smithsonian Institution scientists,” and others.” It was the Saltville
amateur archeologist Rufus Pickle who first wrote in 1946 of finding
mastodon bones that displayed “indications of human handiwork””!
in a sink hole in the well field area. Pickle’s work, though occasionally
acknowledged’ and praised,” was not sufficient in itself to establish a
solid claim for a pre-Clovis site at Saltville.

Almost exactly fifty years after Pickle, Jerry McDonald made a
full-scale claim for pre-Clovis humans at Saltville. McDonald had
spent over ten years working in Saltville’* when he announced in 1996
that “archeological evidence shows that humans killed and cooked a
mastodon” at a “14,000-year-old research dig site in Saltville.””> News
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of the claim quickly circulated in the archeological community and
became widely acknowledged.”s However, when formal publication of
McDonald’s work was rejected by Nature (perhaps the most presti-
gious of all scientific journals) the appearance of a detailed scientific
report on the Saltville pre-Clovis site was delayed for about five years.”
Further information about the Paleoindian period in the South-
east can be found at the U.S. National Park Service’s useful and ex-
tensive websites’ and in professional surveys devoted to Paleoindian
period occupations of the Southern Appalachians” and Virginia.*

The Early ArchaicPeriod

The Early Archaic period, which ranges from 8,000 to 6,000 B.C.,
is characterized by the slow development of human lifestyle from the
preceding period. Nomadic hunting and gathering continued as the
main way of life with a substantially increased population density (more
known sites). Still large, but better defined hunting territories emerged,
and hunting for white-tail deer increased as the megafauna (mast-
odon, woolly mammoth, bison, caribou, etc.) either became extinct
or migrated north with changing local climate. The question contin-
ues to be hotly debated as to whether humans were the prime cause of
megafaunal extinction or if extinction was primarily induced by cli-
mate change.! The mastodon kill site in Saltville plays a role in this
debate. The climate during this period grew warmer and drier, and
the forests were composed of pine, spruce, fir, oak, birch, and beech.
Southwest Virginians at this time were generalized hunters and gath-
erers who, in addition to deer hunting, collected a wide array of plant
materials, river foods, and small game for their subsistence. Plant foods
likely included hickory nuts, chestnuts, acorns, grapes, and honey-
locust pods. During this period, archeological sites begin to show func-
tional variations: some are classed as base camps and others as tran-
sient hunting or collecting camps. Projectile points from this period
show the addition of characteristic side and corner notches and are
given region type names such as Kirk, Hardaway, St. Albans, and
LeCroy. The use of spear throwers (atlatls) probably began during this
period. '

The standard professional work for this period (as well as the
following one) is the 1990 synthesis edited by Reinhart and Hodges.%

It includes chapters describing the chronology of the periods,® the
material culture and technology of the period,® settlement patterns
of the period,® and a discussion of the means of human subsistence
during the period.%

The Middle Archaic Period

Ranging from 6,000 to 2,500 B.C., the Middle Archaic period
saw the continuation of foraging as the major human lifestyle; caves
and rock shelters became places where people left evidence of their
visits. The climate during this period continued to grow warmer and
moister; oak, pine, and hemlock were abundant forest species. By this
time, humans were probably living in small bands and making increas-
ing use of uplands and marginal areas. Bands probably moved with
the seasons. Their camps and settlements, as revealed by archeologi-
cal sites, were located both high in the mountains and in river bot-
toms. Hunting continued to focus on white-tail deer. Near rivers, fish,
waterfowl, and possibly shellfish were exploited. Fish weirs may have
developed during this period.®’ Plant foods in this period continued
to be primarily nut crops derived from the oak-hickory-chestnut for-
est that replaced the conifers of earlier time, but human diets toward
the end of this period probably began to include both wild and culti-
vated curcubits (squashes, gourds, and melons). Stone tool technol-
ogy continued to evolve, and large artifacts such as axes, adzes, and
celts appeared; these types of tools suggest the beginning of working
the land. The characteristic chipped stone points from this period are
given type names such as Big Sandy, Kanawha, Morrow Mountain,
Guilford, and Halifax. Regional exchange networks appear to have
been established during this period.*

The Late Archaic Period

The Late Archaic period ranges from 2,500 to 1,200 B.C. Forag-
ing continued to be the major human lifestyle, but the period is char-
acterized by the beginning of horticulture.® Larger and more perma-
nent settlements were established as storage and cooking technology
improved with the development of steatite (soapstone) bowls that

*The references cited at the end of the preceding section (The Early Archaic
Period) are also appropriate for the Middle Archaic period.
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begin to show up in the archeological record of the period. A growing
population during this period is indicated by the increased density of
known archeological sites compared to earlier periods. During most
of this period, the climate was very warm and dry; the oak-hickory-
chestnut forest reached its ecological climax and provided many plant
and animal resources for humans, who also hunted deer, bear, and
turkeys. Evidence exists that riverine environments were becoming
favored locations for settlements in Southwest Virginia. Squash and
starchy seed plants began to be cultivated. Indeed, by this period plant
foods were becoming abundant and diverse; domesticated squashes,
gourds, and melons became established sometime after 2000 B.C.
Cultivated chenopods (the most common chenopod is lamb’s-quar-
ters or “pigweed,” a spinach-like plant valued primarily for its seeds)
were added to the human diet around the end of this period. Projec-
tile points from this period are given such type names as Lamoka,
Perkiomen, Savannah River, and Guilford. Exchange networks prob-
ably continued to operate on local and regional scales.

The Late Archaic period (and the subsequent Early Woodland
period) — including descriptions of the increasingly sedentary, vil-
lage-dwelling societies and the Late Archaic and Early Woodland pe-
riod material culture, demography, and settlement patterns — are all
detailed in the standard professional work for Virginia covering these
time ranges.? Vegetation exploited in Virginia during the Late Ar-
chaic and Early Woodland periods, along with the horticultural prac-
tices of the periods, have been surveyed by Stevens.®

The Early Woodland Period

Ranging from 1,200 to 500 B.C., the Early Woodland period is
marked by the first appearance of fired clay (pottery) cooking and
storage vessels, and the widespread adoption of ceramic technology.
It is believed that pottery diffused into southwestern Virginia from
cultures to the southeast. Because pottery and pottery fragments
(shards or sherds) endure in the archeological record, often in abun-
dance, their collection and statistical analysis is one of the most im-
portant methods of assessing Native- American cultural history.”! Fur-
thermore, because paddles wrapped in fibrous materials were used to
beat together the pottery coils from which the vessels were made,

inadvertent evidence for textiles from the period comes in the form of
pottery markings. By this time, the hunter-gatherers had become at
least partially sedentary, and semi-permanent settlements in villages
and hamlets had been established. Seasonal movement continued;
hunting, gathering, and fishing remained the primary mode of subsis-
tence. Land working and a focus on specific plant foods suggest in-
creasingly sophisticated horticulture. Soon after the beginning of this
period, the cultivation of sunflower probably began, adding to the
squash and starchy-seed horticulture developed during the Archaic
period. Exchange networks during this period became more localized. *

The Middle Woodland Period
The Middle Woodland period lasted from 500 B.C. to A.D. 900.

During this time the climate became cooler and moister, and pine
trees reappeared beside the existing oak, chestnut, and hickory. Hu-
mans became sedentary hunter-gatherers and continued to establish
large semi-permanent settlements, but seasonal movement also went
on.” Humans probably began to cultivate corn (maize), beans, and
squash in some areas®; but hunting, gathering, and fishing likely re-
mained their most important methods of obtaining food. Particularly
in far Southwest Virginia, in Lee and Scott Counties, mound con-
struction became an important aspect of political, social, and reli-
gious life. Meyers has inventoried the six so-far identified mound sites
in Southwest Virginia,”* and other mound sites probably existed in
the region.”® During this Middle Woodland period, the bow and ar-
row replaced the spear as a hunting weapon — a development her-
alded by the appearance of small, true arrowheads. No one knows
exactly when the bow was introduced, but in eastern North America
evidence at many places suggests A.D. 600 to 800.% Well-made to-
bacco pipes made their first appearance; early specimens resemble
large, straight cigars. Tobacco arrived in Southwest Virginia, perhaps
around A.D. 200 to 400.’ Plant remains from this period in Saltville
suggest that the local landscape consisted of forested areas interspersed
with gardens.®

*The references cited at the end of the preceding section (the Late Archaic Pe-
riod) are also appropriate for the Early Woodland period.
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During this period Native-American culture in the southwest-
ern part of Virginia was clearly adopting a character different from
that of other regions of the state. The emergence of this distinctive
regional flavor has been described by McLearen,” who noted, for ex-
ample, that the probably-indigenous ceramics found in Southwest
Virginia during this period differ from those in the Shenandoah Val-
ley and other regions of the state. Furthermore, outside influences on
the region become discernible with the appearance of stone gorgets
from eastern Tennessee, sheet mica from North Carolina, and arti-
facts and ceramics of the Fort Ancient culture'® from West Virginia.
The pattern of cultural diffusion that becomes evident in this time
period was no doubt facilitated by the river valleys and drainage pat-
terns of the region. It has been estimated that 80% of the archeologi-
cal remains in the United States occur only within the 2% of its land
area situated along river valleys.!®' The connection between river val-
leys and the cultural diffusion evidenced in the archeological record
for Southwest Virginia is immediately apparent in the region's water-
shed map (Figure 2).!%

To East To West
Kentucky ve &/irginia

Big Sandy
River drainage

To East
Tennosse;/ ~1 4 f‘) \I Yadkin River
- drainage

Powel/Cli North

River dmhn::e H°h‘°." Fgg'rolina \
}/R‘iver drainage To Narth
To East Carolina

Tennessee

Figure 2. Watersheds of southwestem Virginia. By the Middle Woodland
period, when the archeological evidence becomes sufficient to reveal
outside cultural influences, it is apparent that southwestem Virginians
were in contact with their neighbors in all directions. Sketch based on the
watershed map of Virginia prepared by the Virginia Department of
Conservation and Recreation.

A somewhat different picture of cultural diffusion during the
woodland period is offered by Egloff,'® who tells that the ceramic
record reveals that humans lived in rock shelters and in hamlet and
village settlements on ridges, hilltops, and upland valleys, as well as
on the flood plains, and that travel across mountain ranges was com-
mon. Long-distance communication by a variety of routes apparently
became well-developed during the Middle Woodland period.

A summary of the Middle Woodland settlements in Southwest
Virginia has been provided by Blanton.'*

The Late Woodland and Contact Periods

We come now to the time when both the archeological record
and the historical record become extensive. For Smyth County, this is
the time frame when the record of improper archeology becomes a
crucial supplement to the record of proper archeology.

The term “protohistoric” refers to a period that immediately an-
tedates recorded history. For convenience, and for our purposes here,
in Southwest Virginia we will arbitrarily designate the protohistoric
period to range from A.D. 1400 to A.D. 1670. The former date is the
earliest known time!® for any of the Native-American shell gorgets
that are so abundant and so characteristic of Saltville and Smyth
County in the Late Woodland period.!® The latter date marks the
arrival of the first English-speaking explorers in Southwest Virginia.
A discussion of protohistoric Southwest Virginia follows the “Over-
view.”

Overview

The Late Woodland'®? period ranges from A.D. 900 to 1600,
overlapping our specified protohistoric period from 1400 A.D. to 1670
A.D. By now the climate had become essentially modern, and horti-
culture had assumed a major importance following the arrival of cul-
tivated plants from their centers of domestication in meso-America.
Varieties of squash came first, followed by corn (maize) and beans.
Based on the information of MacNeish'® and Milner'® we can make
an informed judgment that full Late Woodland period cultural char-
acteristics were established in Southwest Virginia by around 1150 (=
100 years) A.D. A growing population established large permanent
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villages in the rich-soil regions of the river bottoms. High in the moun-
tains, small encampment sites testify to the continuation of hunting
and gathering activities. In Lee County, mound sites were used as
political centers, and here (and perhaps at other places) political power
became institutionalized and inherited rather than achieved. During
the later part of the period, many villages were fortified or palisaded,
suggesting increased conflict. Bow-and-arrow technology became wide-
spread and the stone digging hoe was introduced. Tobacco pipes took
more elaborate forms. Southwest Virginia during this period enjoyed
ample contacts with peoples and cultures of neighboring regions. As
Mary Ellen Hodges has stated: “Our knowledge of the Indians of South-
west Virginia at this time indicates that these people were strongly
influenced by other cultures outside the state.”''®Pottery types from
this period in Southwest Virginia along with types from nearby Ten-
nessee and Kentucky have been tabulated by Jefferies!" and include
such classifications as Dallas, Pisgah, Radford, and gastropod. -

Toward the end of this period, diet and subsistence strategies of
southwestern Virginians had become extremely varied, and we know
a good deal about them from the written records of Europeans who
entered the southern Appalachian region beginning with the De Soto
entrada in 1540. Davis''? recently surveyed what Native Americans
were eating at that time, and has described the widespread use of
controlled burning as an horticultural practice. Note, however, that
much of the modern-day plant life of southwestern Virginia dates from
the much later period of Euroamerican settlement of the region, when
pioneers and settlers introduced many nonnative species.''* Clover,
common grass varieties, chicory, cress, dandelion, and many other
common regional species are all of European origin.

During the Late Woodland period Saltville and Smyth County
populations increased to become the largest centers in the region.
These populations were present when the Europeans arrived. The
first European contact in Southwest Virginia came in the sixteenth
century, as the historian Summers''* and the amateur archeologist
Brisco'” long ago noted. In 1540 the De Soto entrada passed through
North Carolina, and two of its members briefly visited Lee County.
Twenty-seven years later a second Spanish entrada reached Smyth
County."'8 After a hiatus of more than 100 years, English-speaking
Euroamericansreached Southwest Virginia around 1670. Archeologi-

cal evidence — of both proper and improper variety — as well as
historic records, illuminate this period. Assessing the interplay of evi-
dence from these three very different sources as applied to the
protohistoric period forms the basis of much of what follows.

Prosohistoric Settlement in Southwest Virginia

An authoritative and comprehensive view of protohistoric South-
west Virginia as it is presently conceived in the proper archeological
literature is summarized in the three reports described immediately
below. However, in addition to the sites described in these reports
many additional Saltville and Smyth County sites are known.!"

The first report includes three recent shaded and annotated
maps''® that illustrate the archeological phases and cultural affilia-
tions in the eastern half of North America for A.D. 1400-1450, A.D.
1500-1550, and A.D. 1600-1650. For Southwest Virginia the map
sequence is ambiguous and confusing. In 1400-1450 A.D., South-
west Virginia is vacant, bordered to the southwest by the Rapidan/
Pisgah culture. In 1500-1550 A.D., Southwest Virginia is shaded as
the Radford culture with the also-shaded full intermontane culture
occupying the New River Valley to the northeast. In 1600-1650 A.D.,
no cultural affiliation is shown, but the Trigg site in Radford and the
Smyth County Chilhowie High School site (labeled Sm8 on the map)
are pinpointed.

The second report is a synthesis of the Late Woodland and
protohistory of Southwest Virginia by MacCord,!** who defined the
“Intermontane Culture” as existing from 1200 to 1600 A.D. and be-
ing characterized by the use of limestone-tempered pottery, flexed-
human burials oriented in an easterly direction, palisaded villages en-
closing round or ovate wigwams, and a well-developed trade with the
Atlantic coast region. MacCord based his arguments on the reports of
excavations from twenty-nine sites in the region, only one of which,
the Fox site'? in Chilhowie, was in Smyth County.

The third report is another synthesis of the Late Woodland and
protohistory of Southwest Virginia by Egloff,'?! who based his assess-
ment on twenty-five sites in the region (and seven more from nearby
Roanoke and Botetourt Counties). Twenty of his sites duplicated those
of MacCord, but Egloff added several sites — including, in addition
to the Fox site, a second site at Chilhowie in Smyth County, the
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Bonham site.!? Egloff stated that the region showed “a great varia-
tion in house shape and size not only between sites but also within
them” and noted that the land along the three forks of the Holston
River that traverse Smyth and Washington Counties contains much
“first class” agricultural soil.

Examples of significant Late Woodland sites in Southwest Vir-
ginia not mentioned in any of the three professional reports above are
the Mendota site in Washington County and the Smyth County sites
at Chilhowie, Broadford, and Buchanan. Each of these four sites
(shown in Figure 3) has yielded numerous Late Woodland period shell
gorgets as catalogued in Shell Gorgets, the standard work on the sub-
ject.?® Shell gorgets are a generally important class of artifacts for
understanding exchange and trade patterns everywhere in the Late
Woodland period. One important class of shell gorgets, with a stylized

Chithowie
Fork

North For
l Holston River

Figure 3. Sites in Smyth County that have yielded numerous Late
Woodland period shell gorgets. The locations of the Buchanan,
Broadford, and Mendota sites along the North Fork of the Holston River
hint at the former existence of a delocalized salt-making industry based on
the transportation of high strength brine from Saltville to wood-rich
outlying sites for evaporation into dry salt.

Figure 4. A rattlesnake gorget believed to have been collected in Saltville
in the 1930s. Photograph in author’s files.

rattlesnake motif, has been designated the “Saltville Style”!?* and origi-
nates in Southwest Virginia. Achieving an understanding of the dis-
tribution pattern and political economy of Saltville style gorgets must
surely be one key to unlocking the protohistory of Late Woodland
Southwest Virginia. Figure 4 illustrates a rattlesnake gorget from the
(now dispersed) Ed Sanders’ collection; it is believed to have been
collected in Saltville in the 1930s.!? Until recently, this particular
gorget (identified by improper archeology) was unknown to the spe-
cialists.'?

Considering the evidence of improper archeology, any discus-
sion of the Late Woodland and protohistory of Southwest Virginia
that fails to examine Saltville ignores the mastodon in the living room.
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Protohistoric Salt Making in Smyth County

This section reviews protohistoric salt making and trading as a
basis for the large quantity of regionally unique grave goods recovered
from Saltville and other Smyth County sites.

Salt is a universal article of trade,'¥ and salt making and salt
trading have been important in many cultures throughout both pre-
historic and historic times, for example in Africa,'”® China, and
Europe.!?Historian Norman Davies has written that by the time of
the Iron Age in Europe, salt was a staple necessity and salt trading
had become a “continent-wide business.”'*° The discovery in 1846 of
richly filled graves dating from about 500 B.C. at Hallstadt (near
Salzburg) **! revealed a wealthy Celtic salt trading center so important
that it gave its name to the entire Hallstadt Culture that lasted for
hundreds of years. Incidentally, “Hallstadt” loosely translates from
Celtic to English as “Saltville.”

The existence of long-distance salt trading from Saltville and
the development there of a centralized society were first proposed by
Gardner about 25 years ago.!*? Somewhat later it was suggested that
the large Mendota site, down river from Saltville in Washington
County, might have been the capital village of a southwestern Vir-
ginia chiefdom."? Archeologists use “chiefdom” in a specialized sense
to characterize a particular type of society. Some archeologists think
the salt-making society that developed in Saltville was not a
chiefdom.** However, the word is frequently applied to Southwest
Virginia, and so, noting a reservation, we will use it here. In 1991, a
long car ride to a conference gave the archeologists Mike Barber and
Gene Barfield time to discuss'*® why Saltville has yielded so many
grave goods. Shortly after, they proposed that the goods derived from
asalt-based economy'* that they labeled a “salt powered chiefdom.”'¥
Later, they published a refined and extended argument.!*® In the in-
terim, the discovery in the Spanish archives of documentary evidence
that Spaniards had attacked a town with a salt spring in 1567 led
Robin Beck™ to conclude that the attack took place where Barber
and Barfield had placed “a chiefdom level society along the Holston
Riverdrainage.” Beck and Moore later seated the Chiscas'¥ in Saltville
and suggested that they were trading salt along native trails in all
directions.'*! Meyers'*? has summarized the arguments for Saltville

and Smyth County as the center of a salt-economy. However, despite
the numerous literature discussions of salt trading from Saltville, there
is no direct archeological evidence for Native-American salt making,
only extensive circumstantial evidence.!®® An analysis of the amount
of fuel wood needed to boil brine to make salt proposes that Saltville
brine was transported to various woodland sites (including by water
via the north fork of the Holston River) such as those shown in Fig-
ure 3.'* The occurrence of shell gorgets and large quantities of pot-
tery sherds at these sites adds support to the analysis.

The Evidence from Improper Archeology

Nathan Brisco made first descriptions of Late Woodland period
Smyth County archeology in 1933 in a newly recognized report'# and
in a series of newspaper articles.!*6 He described many excavations of
Native-American burials and noted that in Saltville “Indian remains
are far thicker than ... in any other part of this section.” His descrip-
tion of the stone-lined grave he found between Saltville and Glade
Spring!#’ indicates that the grave belonged to the stone box type “so
typically associated with the Mississippian cultural tradition.”'*® Fi-
nally recognized as such 70 years after its excavation, Brisco’s find
seems to be the only authentic example of this mortuary practice dis-
covered in Virginia.'¥

Brisco’s multiple-artifact donations to the Smithsonian (highly
unusual in the 1930s) and formal reports mark him as the pioneer of
Smyth County archeology. He had a passion for the careful recording
of archeological evidence and wrote that graves should be “investi-
gated only by those persons filled with the scientific spirit whose sole
aim is the advancement of knowledge.”'*® Sadly, very few residents of
Smyth County are familiar with him,’*! and his personal records have
been lost.

Modem, professional Woodland period archeology in Saltville
began in 1940 with correspondence between Robey Maiden and the
staff of the U.S. National Museum.'**As a consequence, Waldo Wedel
visited ten village sites and a number of caves in Saltville. Wedel de-
scribed the archeological prospects of Saltville as “most promising,”
and learned from Maiden that at least “several hundred” graves had
been dug at Broadford and Saltville. Thirty-five years later, Maiden
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received a visit from the archeologist Michael Michlovic,'”® who re-

ported thatindustrial activity and the activities of local collectors made
the search for worthwhile sites “less than promising,” but added that
he did not wish to “find fault with any of the parties involved,” a
reference no doubt to Maiden’s selling of relics. As previously noted,
Maiden's work was summarized in a series of Saltville Progress newspa-
per articles in 1965."3 By the time Maiden’s work was described in
the newspaper, he had excavated many more graves, and wrote of
“the silent testimony given by several thousand of these ancient dead
men.”’*® Particularly noteworthy of Maiden’s career is his correspon-
dence with the preeminent American Indian-artifact collector George
Heye' concerning the sale of a ceremonial pipe. That pipe was prob-
ably not the one shown in Figure 5, but was similar to it. The letter,'’?
reproduced below, makes its first-ever appearance in this article.

Saltville, Virginia, May 17, 1940: “Mr. George G Heye,

N.Y.C. New York. Dear Sir: I received your check and the

cast several days ago. The bowl of this cast was broken from

the stem and also a piece about an inch and a half long was

broken off alongside this break. Otherwise I like the repro-

duction very much. I have mended it myself and decided to

keep it as it is. Below you will find my receipt. Received

from George G. Heye, $40.00 for large Indian pipe and cast

of same. Sincerely, Robey G. Maiden.”

Maiden was the first person to understand the mixed cultural
influences found in Native-American Southwest Virginia. His remark
in 1947 that “in addition to the Eastern Woodland Indian type found
here there is also present a trace of the Middle Mississippian and
Mound Builder culture”*8 is the first statement of this fact by any
archeologist — amateur or professional.

It is impossible to know how many Native-American graves
Maiden opened in Saltville and Smyth County — primarily with the
objective of recovering grave goods such as shell gorgets and shell
necklaces, along with obtaining skeletal remains for medical schools.
Over the years he was active, he probably opened several thousand.

From the 1965 series of newspaper articles that Maiden wrote in
collaboration with Mack Blackwell, Jr.!*® we learn that native copper
beads were found at the Saltville High School site!® but that no Eu-
ropean trade goods of any kind were ever found there. He detailed a

Figure 5. A large ceremonial pipe collected by Robey Maiden. Photograph

in author’s files.

wide variety of burial practices in the newspaper — supplementing
and amplifying earlier reports by Brisco. Of particular interest is
Maiden’s comment that “post molds, which delineate the houses lived
in by the Indians on the Saltville village site, show most of the dwell-
ings to have been rectangular in floor plan with two to three fire pits
in each.” This report of rectangular floor plans contrasts sharply with
MacCord,'¢! who selected “round or ovate wigwams” as one of the
defining characteristics of his “Intermontane Culture.” Maiden’s con-
tributions clearly deserve a close examination and appraisal by pro-
fessional archeologists.

In 1955 Ben McCary, who had corresponded with Maiden for a
number of years, wrote an article'® based entirely on Maiden’s activi-
ties. This report describes the typical grave goods being routinely col-
lected by Maiden, such as olivella shell beads, large discoidal shell
beads, bone awls, polished bone beads, a variety of shell ornaments,
etc. McCary observed that information of this type would “throw a
faint light on the life of the Indians of that region until scientific and
systematic investigations can be carried out.” Fifty years later, we await
those scientific and systematic investigations.
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Rufus Pickle was a dedicated lifelong collector of artifacts and
relics. Part of his large basement museum is shown in Figure 6. Pickle’s
“almost” find'® of evidence of pre-Clovis occupation in Saltville was
described earlier. In addition to his previously cited three short pub-
lished papers and the recently transcribed tape-recorded interview,
Pickle gave an extended interview to Frank Sanders that was pub-
lished in the Saltville Progress.'®*

In the 1975 interview, recorded just a few months before Pickle’s
death, he provides some sense of how amateur archeology was prac-
ticed before indiscriminate digging became illegal, as well as a sense of
how much has been lost of the archeological record in Saltville. Re-
sponding to Helen Totten’s question, “Mr. Pickle, did you dig where
they excavated at the school house? Did you dig there?” the tape
records that he stated:

Yeah, I dug quite a lot there. In fact of the matter I dug a
long time before they ever built the school house. I would

Figure 6. Part of Rufus W, Pickle’s basement collection. Four gorgets
appear to be shown. Many Saltville and Smyth County residents tell of
visiting the Pickle museum as children. Pickle had a long-standing
agreement with the New Jersey relic collector Ralph Space that the
survivor of the two would purchase the entire collection of whoever died
first. Space outlived Pickle. Photograph in author's files.

go over there and dig me a ditch, just sit there and dig me a
ditch, just after dark, and then I'd get my lantern down in
the ground, you see, and then I could get down in there
with that and they couldn’t run me out, they couldn’t even
see me, you see. I'd dig there many a night. That's about by
[here Pickle indicated a specific location behind the school-
house where at the time he believed a number of undis-
turbed graves might be found]. And that's where the temple
house was.!*> They had a big temple house there. It was
about, I guess, it was about fifteen foot in diameter, and hit
[sic] was made in a circle, it was a complete circle, and hit
[sic]) had been put down out of clay, the bottom of it, the
floor had, and it must have been about six inches thick that
floor. It had been tamped and burnt and tamped. And it
stood up around the edges about eight inches. And right in
the middle of it was a big center pole, you know, where they
had the teepee over that — they had it enclosed — and
that would hold water, that was holding water in there. But
they tore that all to pieces, and I don't know if anybody
ever made aphotograph of it. But that’s the most beautifulest
thing at all for the Indians to have there.

The “big center pole” structure that Pickle described (and with-
out his description we would have nothing) sounds like a Mississip-
pian-style feature. Meyers, for example, tells of a Lee County site that
has the remains of a “single-set post structure similar to those found
at Dallas phase occupations in eastern Tennessee.”'*® Such evidence
suggests that specialists would benefit from a review of Pickle’s work
along with the other evidence developed from improper archeology.

Very little of the rich treasure of Late Woodland period Saltville
and Smyth County artifacts can now be traced, and even less can be
assigned a provenance. The only public collection is the Pat Bass
Collection curated at the Museum of the Middle Appalachians in
Saltville; about half of this collection is Late Woodland period mate-
rial. A few items have been recently identified as being in the collec-
tions at the National Museum of the American Indian and the Na-
tional Museum of Natural History, and there are gorgets at the Peabody
Museum. Some artifacts from the Hatfield's’ collection were exhib-
ited in Saltville several years ago, but the vast bulk of the material is
in private collections, such as the artifacts described and pictured in
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the relic collector literature.'® Private collecting of Native-American
artifacts is a significant hobby'*® and also the basis for a considerable
dealing business.

It is hoped that the publication of this article will lead to the
discovery of additional historical improper archeological evidence and
that others will be challenged to reconstruct more of the story.

Grave Goods and Native-American Remains:
Changing Attitudes

This section briefly considers changes in social attitudes and
changes in the law toward the disturbance of Native- American graves
and the removal of goods found in those graves, such as shell gorgets.

By the late 1980s a significant attitude shift was apparent, and
the “often cavalier attitude towards native American remains that
dominated earlier archeology [was] beginning to give way.”'”° For ex-
ample, the practice of skull collecting in the name of science has ended;
the long history of this gruesome practice has been well-described by
Gould.!'" New codes of ethics were drawn up by professional anthro-
pological and archeological associations, codes that reflected an in-
creased sensitivity within American society to Native-American sen-
sibilities. Museums began to reject earlier practices in which they “ac-
tually competed with each other and hired people to rob graves of
Native American people.””> Compounding the latter activity, arti-
facts that did reach museums have frequently been lost or misplaced.'”®

In 1990 the Native-American Graves Protection and Repatria-
tion Act (NAGPRA) was signed into law, culminating “decades of
struggle by Native American tribal governments and people to repa-
triate thousands of dead relatives or ancestors.”!” An accurate count
of the total numbers of Native-American graves opened by grave rob-
bers in the United States is impossible, but the practice was wide-
spread and estimates range from one hundred thousand to two mil-
lion dead disturbed for storage or display by government agencies,
museums, universities, and tourist attractions — or simply to loot the
artifacts buried with them.'”® Similarly, no published estimate has been
made of the number of Native-American graves disturbed in South-
west Virginia.l’s

In Virginia, there have been a number of recent criminal investi-
gations of persons who conducted illegal excavations.!”’ In July 1999,
a two-year investigation ended in the conviction of three members of
the Reed Creek Archeological Society for illegally excavating Native-
American burials from the Jones site near Austinville in Wythe
County.'” Globally, the looting of ancient sites for artifacts for the
international collectors’ market is currently a huge problem.!”

Fakes and Frauds

One of the great limitations and pities of improper archeology is
that an artifact or relic taken from its context loses much, or possibly
all, of its significance for the archeological record. As bad as loss of
provenance is, worse is the problem of fake artifacts and outright fraud.
Serious relic collectors have long been aware of this long-standing
practice and know that “there are modern artificers who can dupli-
cate almost any Indian relic you want.”® In Southwest Virginia the
author has been shown reproductions of artifacts by their actual mak-
ers, and has been told in some cases the precise details of how par-
ticular reproductions were manufactured. The existence of fakes and
frauds is a complicating factor for improper archeology.

Summary and Conclusions

In terms of continent-wide pre-contact history, Southwest Vir-
ginia is a backwater. No strongly distinctive Native-American cul-
tures developed at any time in the region. In the years following Spanish
contact, Southwest Virginia became depopulated.'®' When English-
speaking frontiersmen and land speculators arrived during the 1750s,
only the ruins of previous Native-American occupation were found.
However, within an otherwise unremarkable region, Saltville in mod-
ern-day Smyth County stands out as a uniquely important site and
has earned a national reputation. Its salt made it unique. Late Pleis-
tocene mammals left many bones at the salt lick, and recent research
connecting early human activities with those bones makes Saltville
an outstanding candidate to be one of a handful of pre-Clovis sites in
all of the Americas. We can plausibly argue that the first ascertainable
fact of North-American history was a mastodon feast in the Saltville

valley about 14,500 B.C.
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The reports of amateur archeologists and former tombaroli are
indispensable in assessing the significance of Saltville and Smyth
County. They deserve a careful examination and appraisal by profes-
sional archeologists. The first clear indication of pre-Clovis occupa-
tion in the region was reported by an amateur. In addition to confirm-
ing the importance of Smyth County as a regional center during Late
Woodland and protohistoric times, amateur reports considerably ex-
tend our knowledge of Mississippian cultural influence in Southwest
Virginia. For example, the only extant case of a stone box grave in
Virginia derives from its description in an amateur report written 70
years ago in Smyth County.

Aided by the evidence of “improper archeology,” we can confirm
professional reports that protohistoric Smyth County developed as a
salt production center. It is perhaps no coincidence that the river sites
of Broadford, Buchanan, and Mendota, which may have been delo-
calized centers for brine boiling, are also principal sites at which many
shell gorgets have been found. Saltville-style gorgets are an impor-
tant class of artifacts whose significance for understanding Virginia
archeology has yet to be properly assessed.

Considering the evidence uncovered by “improper archeology,”
it is important for professionals to conduct investigations of the Late
Woodland archeology of Smyth County and Saltville, using the best
modern practices and techniques.

Acknowledgments

Thanks first to Hugh Campbell for his continuing support and
encouragement. For helpful discussions, thanks to: Eugene Barfield,
Henry Diggs, Deena Flinchum (who also invariably offered sound
editorial advice), David Fuerst, Harry Haynes, Tom Klatka, Danny
Lowe, Maureen Meyers, and Charlie Bill Totten. Thanks to Mrs. Betty
Brisco for information about her father-in-law Nathan Brisco. Thanks
to Socorro Garcia (Mrs. Robey Maiden) for information about her
husband. Thanks to Freda Chapman and Carrie Golliher for informa-
tion about Rufus Pickle, their father and grandfather, respectively.
Special thanks to Tom Totten of Saltville, who provided the tape of
his Rufus Pickle interview as well as many photographs of artifact
collections. Thanks to Lawrence Richardson for his enthusiastic sup-
port, sharing insights into the history of Smyth County, and for sup-

plying copies of the Brisco newspaper articles. Thanks to Roger Allison,
who granted unlimited access to microfilm copies of the Saltville Progress
and called attention to the Pickle interviews. Thanks to Howard
MacCord for several courtesies. Thanks to Fred DeBusk, who allowed
access to his important collection of memorabilia. For help in various
ways, thanks to Chub Armnold, Helen Barbrow, Jim Bordwine, Jerry
Catron, Dr. Ralph Eshelman, Jimmy Hatfield, Margaret Maiden, Dr.
Jerry McDonald, June Stubbs, Dr. Kay Simpson, and Jeff Weaver.
Grateful thanks to all the many anonymous informants and former
tombaroli who shared personal stories of “improper archeology”; some
of their stories may yet be told elsewhere. Thanks to Dr. Michael Bar-
ber, Forest Archeologist of the George Washington & Jefferson Na-
tional Forests, and Dr. Jon Muller, Emeritus Professor of Anthropol-
ogy at Southern Illinois University, both of whom kindly reviewed an
earlier draft of this article; neither is in any way responsible for any
errors or misconceptions that remain. Dr. Patricia Nietfeld at the
National Museum of the American Indian and Dr. James Krakker at
the National Museum of Natural History provided information about
their respective collections. At the Interlibrary Loan Office at Newman
Library (Virginia Tech) Robert Kelly, Lucy Cox, Sharon Gotkiewicz,
Janet Bland, Harry Kriz, and other staff members provided quick and
responsive service. Responsive service was also provided by Rita
Copenhaver, Sharon Dempsey, Pat Hatfield, and Tod Owens at the
Smyth-Bland Regional Library in Marion. Tara C. Craig at the Butler
Library (Columbia University) kindly arranged for the Copenhaver
thesis to be microfilmed. At the Virginia Department of Historic Re-
sources in Richmond, Ariel Lambert and Quatro Hubbard provided
ready access to their files. Finally, thanks are due to several anony-
mous reviewers who have aided the author in substantially strength-
ening this article and improving its logic. All the mistakes, infelicities,
and embarrassments that remain are the sole responsibility of the au-
thor.

Endnotes

1. C. G. Holland, “Touching the History and Archeology of Southwest Virginia,”
Quarterly Bulletin of the Archeological Society of Virginia, 3(1): 20-28 (1948).
Holland was then the Bulletin’s editor and in this editorial wrote: “One hears of
fabulous Saltville with its cemeteries and of rude men who go around that re-
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gion with their noses to the ground smelling out dollars in Indian pots and
spelling out loss to some greater advantage than just their own.”

. Jim Glanville, “Conquistadors at Saltville in 1567? A Review of the Archeo-

logical and Documentary Evidence,” The Smithfield Review, 8 (2004): 70-108.
Hereafter “Conquistadors at Saltville?”

. Will Sarvis, “Prehistoric Southwest Virginia: Aboriginal Occupation, Land Use,

and Environmental Worldview,” The Smithfield Review, 4 (2000): 125-151.
The Italian masculine noun tombarolo (singular) and tombaroli (plural) is a com-
bination of tomb and cheat (as in a card sharp). Originating with Etruscan buri-
als, it well describes the unofficial, amateur archeologists who surreptitiously
removed artifacts from the Native-American burials of Saltville and Smyth
County before such activities became illegal. See Rory Carroll, “Tomb raiding’s
no game,” Guardian, Wednesday April 18, 2001, and, also by Rory Carroll,
“Loot,” Guardian, Saturday May 4, 2002. See also Dora Jane Hamblin, Pots and
Robbers (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1970), pp. 73-90. The present article
tells the story of the tombaroli of Smyth County.

. While the professional archeologists condemn the tombaroli, the tombaroli for

their part have little good to say about the professionals. “Square diggers” was
the contemptuous judgment of professional archeologists recently offered by
one former tombarolo. Little love is lost on either side.

Brian M. Fagan, People of the Earth — An Introduction to World Prehistory, 10th
ed. (Upper Saddle River: Prentice-Hall, 2001). Figure 4.1 on page 121 of this
widely adopted college-level text book shows a map of the settlement of the
world by Homo sapiens sapiens (modern humans) beginning around 150,000
years ago. In the Figure, an arrow in North America points more or less directly
at Saltville and gives the date of human arrival as 13,000 B.C. Only New Zealand
and the islands of the Pacific Ocean have a later human arrival date. Fagan in
his recent popular book, The Long Summer: How Climate Changed Civilization
(New York: Basic Books, 2004), shows in the map on page 44 all of North and
South America and much of Greenland superimposed by the routes of human
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Ethnology and the U.S. Government Printing Office, 1925; reprinted, Nash-
ville: Blue and Gray Press, 1971]) in his landmark study of Native-American
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“Regarding some interesting artifacts,” Tennessee Archaeologist, 3(2) (1947): 23-
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in author’s files.

23. Henry E. Diggs, “Saltville’s Robey Maiden Has Collected Some Fame, Along
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after cited as “Archeological Reconnaissance.” Ben McCary, “Additional Infor-
mation on the Archaeology of the Saltville Area as Reported by Mr. Robey
Maiden,” Quarterly Bulletin of the Archeological Society of Virginia, 9(3) (1955):
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United States Forest Service, prepared under the editorship of Thomas Klatka.

35. Running Deer. The Settlement of Virginia, 12,000 BP to 1600 AD. Published on
line at hetp://www.runningdeerslonghouse.com/webdoc254.htm

36. William H. Reid, Prehistoric Settlement and Subsistence in the Cumberland
Gap Region of Southwest Virginia. Unpublished Ph.D. thesis (Washington, D.C.:
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