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Mippre TENNESSEE A RCHEOLOGY AND THE

ENIGMA oF THE GEORGE WooDs

BY MICHAEL C. MOORE, KEVIN E.
SMITH, AND STEPHEN T. ROGERS

ntiquarian references to the
rich heritage of prehistoric
ative American sites in Middle
Tennessee can be found in the early nine-
teenth century works of Rush Nutt and Judge
John Haywood." However, results of nine-
teenth century archaeological explorations at
such sites were not published until decades
later through the works of Gerard Troost, E.
O. Dunning, Joseph Jones, Frederic Ward
Putnam, William M. Clark, and Gates P.
Thruston.> Most of these gentlemen scholars
were well-educated and/or wealthy local resi-
dents with backgrounds in other professions,
and would be considered avocational archae-
ologists by modern standards.

Frederic Ward Putnam represents an
exception to this characterization. Putnam
was the curator of the Peabody Museum
of Archaeology and Ethnology at Harvard
University in Cambridge, Massachusetts.
He traveled to Nashville in late August 1877
to attend the annual American Association
for the Advancement of Science (AAAS)
meeting. Upon completion of the meeting,
he stayed in the Nashville area for most of

September 1877 to conduct excavations at

five major archaeological sites in Davidson
and Wilson counties.?

Putnam hired a local tailor and railroad
construction contractor named Edwin
Curtiss (1830-1880) as his chief fore-
man for this work. Curtiss was originally
from Tompkins County, New York, and
had served as a Union army officer during
the Civil War. Curtiss had been stationed
in Nashville, and after the war settled in
Nashville with his family. Before returning
to Harvard, Putnam retained the services
of Curtiss to continue collecting artifacts
for the Peabody Museum. Curtiss visited
at least thirty-six archaeological sites across
Middle Tennessee before his untimely
death in December 1880.%

Both Putnam and Curtiss are known to
modern archaeologists through publication
of the 1877 Nashville explorations.” Recent
trips to the Harvard University Archives and
Peabody Museum to research the Curtiss
excavations discovered the name George
Woods associated with the museum-spon-
sored work as well.® An intriguing side-
story emerged as the authors looked more

closely at the role this previously unknown



George Woods, a Nashville African
American, developed professional rela-
tionships with two of the most prominent
archaeologists of his day and one of the
most prestigious colleges in the country.
Among Woods's finds was this shell carv-
ing from the Oscar Noel Farm site. (Thrus-
ton Collection, Tennessee State Museum)

individual played in the Middle Tennessee
expeditions. What made the story of George
Woods so interesting was not that he was an
African American, but rather he was a local
working-class African American who devel-
oped a professional relationship with one
of the most prominent scientists (Putnam)

and prestigious colleges (Harvard) in the

country. This rapport has been documented
through a series of letters between Curtiss
and Putnam as well as Woods and Putnam.

Archival research for George Woods
revealed limited details about his early back-
ground. According to the available census
data, Woods was born in March 1842 in
the state of Tennessee.” His death certifi-
cate, however, lists Kentucky as his home
state.> Woods had a younger brother named
Joe who also lived in Nashville. George was
twice married, first at age thirty-nine to Lizzie
Thompson on August 31, 1881, and again
at age fifty-two to Annie Perry on May 7,
1894.° Circumstances surrounding the end
of his first marriage are unknown. The 1900
census lists one daughter, Mary, as twenty
years old.’ A granddaughter Mabeleen, age
five, is listed in the 1910 census.!

The unlikely archaeological chronicle of
George Woods begins in 1878 when he and
his brother Joe were hired as field laborers
by Edwin Curtiss to assist in the Peabody
Museum-sponsored excavations. Curtiss
kept modest field notes and wrote detailed
letters to Putnam on a fairly regular basis.
Curtiss undoubtedly hired a number of field
hands to assist with his work, but George
and Joe are the only two people mentioned
by name in Curtiss’s correspondence with
Putnam between 1877 and 1880."2

The skill and dedication shown by the
Woods brothers quickly gained the respect
of Curtiss, a tough character with a stubborn
streak. The archaeological work conducted
by Curtiss generally focused upon Middle
Tennessee until the fall of 1879, when he




THE TENNESSEE HISTORICAL QUARTERLY

322

traveled to Arkansas and spent over four
months, November 1879 to March 1880,
excavating sites along the St. Francis River."
He sent for George and Joe Woods within a
week or so of using the local Arkansas labor,
noting that “white labour . . . is not worth
feeding and the niggers here are not mutch
better trifling set and I can get two old
hands that have been with me for two years
in Nashville and do more with them than
I can with 5 of those here and be sure of
them every day.”"* Curtiss did not conduct
any additional archaeological explorations,

at least in Tennessee, after returning from

Frederic Ward Putnam, curator of
the Peabody Museum at Harvard,
conducted excavations in Middle

Tennessee in 1877. He hired George

Woods to work for him on sites in the

1880s as well. (Courtesy of the Peabody

Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology,

Harvard University)

Arkansas. His sudden death on December 6,
1880, was a personal blow to Putnam, and
left the Peabody Museum without a source
for artifacts from Middle Tennessee."
George Woods’s relationship with the
Peabody Museum developed an interest-
ing twist in June 1881 when he wrote to

Frederic Putnam asking for work:

Dear Sir Have you any-one in the
Historical Department of Cumberland
Valey or State of Tenn. to fill the place
of Mr. E. Curtis. If so would be pleased

to know who he is so I can apply to



him for a place you know Brother Joe
and my self was with Mr. Curtis about
two years. The last trip was Ark from
which place Brother Joe & my self sent
you the 9 pices of potery. With my
experence, I am confident that I can
do you good service {on/ the gentleman
that is appointed by you. If you have
not all-ready selected some one —would
be pleased to give you a gentlemans
name that I think would give entire
satisfaction If he would undertake the
Business. Would be pleased to hear

from you at your earliest convinence'®

Putnam obviously responded to this
letter, and initiated a sporadic relationship
that lasted until December 1884.

Perhaps a word about Woods’s ability
to read and write is appropriate at this time.
Eleven pieces of correspondence from George
Woods were found in the Harvard University
Archives. Some of this correspondence was
written for Woods by another person, but
the remainder was penned by his own hand.
The fact that George could read and write is
interesting to note, although when and where
he learned these skills is unknown. He wrote
phonetically in a scratchy style that was often
very hard to read.

Frederic Putnam returned to Tennessee
in late May and early June 1882 to excavate
two sites in northern Williamson County."”
The majority of Putnam’s time was spent
digging stone-box graves on the farm of Dr.
W. H. Jarman, known today as the loca-

tion of the Brentwood Library.'® Putnam

then moved several miles east for a limited
inspection of the platform mound on the
John Owen Hunt farm, in what is now the
Chenowith subdivision near the intersec-
tion of Concord Road and Edmondson
Pike. Putnam hired George Woods to be
his foreman for these explorations. Upon
his return to Harvard, Putnam arranged
for Woods to continue collecting artifacts
for the Peabody Museum.

From the correspondence in the Harvard
University Archives, we know the work per-
formed by Woods on behalf of the Peabody
Museum was irregular and generally lim-
ited by poor health. Woods returned to the
Jarman Farm site in December 1882 for an
excavation that was cut short by illness.” He
managed to dig nine stone-box graves south
of the Jarman house before stopping, likely
from the same cemetery worked by Putnam
earlier that year. Woods left the recovered
grave artifacts at the Jarman house follow-
ing the December 1882 work, but returned
in May 1883 to get “thos spesmints that I
laft thir in Decbur” and ship them to the
Peabody Museum.?

Apparently a year passed before Woods
again corresponded with Putnam.” Woods’s
letter dated May 27, 1884, stated his regrets for
not being able to work more for the Peabody
Museum the previous eighteen months.
Another letter dated July 15, 1884, mentioned
a site he had in mind to explore, but that he
would have to wait until crops were removed
before beginning work.”? Unfortunately,
he did not provide any information or clues

regarding the site in question.
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George Woods’s last letter of December
19, 1884, briefly discussed work conducted
on the farm of Oscar Noel.?? Woods dug
at least eleven stone-box graves from this
location and shipped the recovered arti-
facts to the Peabody Museum. Whether or
not the Noel farm is the site mentioned in
George’s letter of July 15, 1884, remains an
open question. This locale is, however, best
known to modern researchers as the Noel
Cemetery featured in the classic work of
Gates P. Thruston.? Many of Thruston’s
artifacts from this site area are on display in
the Tennessee State Museum in Nashville.

The relationship between George
Woods and the Peabody Museum ended
with this December 19, 1884, letter.
Interestingly, this break was not the end
of Woods’s archaeological career, as Gates
P. Thruston later employed him to con-
tinue digging archaeological sites in the
Nashville area.” This connection started
sometime after 1885, but definitely before
January 1890, suggesting that Woods’s
health had significantly improved by this
time. Specific Nashville sites that Woods
dug for Thruston include the Noel Farm
and Judge W. F. Cooper’s farm.

Several artifacts known to be recovered

by Woods are on display at the Tennessee

State Museum as part of the Thruston col-
lection. These items comprise an inscribed
stone and a marine shell pendant (described
as a “fork” by Thruston). An additional arti-
fact found by George Woods, held at the
Tennessee State Museum but not currently
on display, consists of a catlinite pipe from
the Noel Farm. Merely a few inscriptions

include statements such as the following:

An inscribed stone of an interesting char-
acter was recently found by George Wood
[sic], a colored man, while “digging for
pots” in the large aboriginal cemetery on

the Noel farm, near Nashville.?

...and has really invented an aborigi-
nal fork of considerable promise (Fig.
222). This unique implement, carefully
carved from the side of a conch shell...
was discovered in a stone grave by one of
our men (George Wood), in exploring,
under our direction, the ancient burial
grounds on Judge W.F. Cooper’s farm,
on the bank of the Cumberland River, a
few miles above Nashville” ...bro -
ken pipe illustrated in Fig. 99...carved
in bright red catlinite from the pipe
stone ledge of Western Minnesota. .. was
found in exploring the stone grave cem-

etery of the Noel Farm near Nashville. ..

Woods corresponded with Putnam in regard to his explorations. He would collect arti-

facts for Harvard and ship them to the Peabody Museum. Woods wrote in a scratchy
style that is often hard to read. (April 15, 1883, letter, 79-4B; 80-20; UAV.677.38,
Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard University
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Woods worked for Gates Thruston at the Oscar Noel farm near Nashville. Among the

artifacts found were an inscribed stone that Thruston wrote “was recently found by

George Wood [sic]” and a “bright red catlinite pipe... from George Wood, one of our

employees.” (Drawings from The Antiquities of Tennessee and Adjacent States, 1890)

we obtained it from George Wood [sic],
one of our employees, on the day he dis-

covered it.?8

Following the Peabody Museum work,
Woods was also employed as a blacksmith,
railroad porter, wage laborer, plasterer, and
quarry laborer.” Woods died September
28, 1912, at the age of seventy in Nashville
Central Hospital.** He had been a long

time sufferer of asthma. Woods was bur-
ied in Nashville’s Greenwood Cemetery,
an African American cemetery established
in 1888, on September 30, 1912.%
Woods’s occupation at the time of his
death was listed as laborer. This occupation
suggests a simple and mundane life with
essentially no opportunity for an acknowl-
edged contribution to society, and certain-

ly not to science. However, George Woods



developed into an important character in
Tennessee archaeology through his excava-
tion skills for Edwin Curtiss and Frederic
Putnam. Further, rather than remain in
the background as just another laborer, he
made direct contact with Frederic Putnam
to continue the work of the Peabody
Museum in Tennessee. George Woods
and his brother Joe represent the earliest
documented African American archaeo-
logical technicians in Tennessee. But per-
haps of greater importance is that George
Woods is now recognized as a key player in
Harvard’s nineteenth century archaeologi-
cal explorations across Middle Tennessee.
The trust that Curtiss and Putnam
placed in George Woods to dig archaeolog-
ical sites begs the question of race relations
in the postbellum South. Both Curtiss and
Putnam obviously thought very highly of
George, as expressed in their previously
mentioned correspondence. Edwin Curtiss
was a man that could not abide laziness,
regardless of color, and particularly in
regard to Arkansas residents. Curtiss might
have been a somewhat abrasive man, and
did use derogatory slang in several letters
when referring to African Americans in
general.? But he never referred to George
Woods or his brother Joe in an insulting
manner. The Curtiss and Putnam let-
ters suggest George Woods was respected,
treated fairly as an employee, and collected
the same wage as any other laborer.**
George Woods’s work experience came
at a time when archaeological explorations

across Tennessee were oriented toward the

discovery and excavation of prehistoric
Native American graves through digging
burial mounds and cemeteries. The pri-
mary objective, of course, was to acquire as
many museum-quality artifacts as possible.
Recovered artifacts were usually sent to the
respective institution sponsoring the work,
such as the Peabody Museum at Harvard,
or Smithsonian Institution. Privately-
funded ventures made their discoveries
available for purchase by institutional rep-
resentatives or local enthusiasts seeking to
bolster their own collections. Academic
analysis of the exposed skeletal elements
was performed on occasion, although such
work tended to focus on cranial measure-
ments for comparative studies.?

There is virtually nothing written about
the contributions of other African American
archaeological technicians working on early
archaeological projects in Tennessee. Little
documentation is available for the contri-
butions of black laborers across the south-
eastern United States aside from the WPA-
era Irene Mounds project near Savannah,
Georgia. The Irene Mounds project, con-
ducted between 1937 and 1940, repre-
sents a unique study of African Americans,
mostly women, employed as field labor on
an archaeological site.>

There are a few tidbits of information
available to jump-start future research in
Middle Tennessee. We know that black labor-
ers were employed during Frederic Putnam’s
1877 work at Lindsley Estate-Sellars Farm in
Wilson County.”” The authors believe that

most, if not all, mid-to-late nineteenth cen-
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tury projects employed black laborers, as there
would have been a significant pool of freed
slaves looking for work that did not require
many skills beyond a willingness to work. Early
twentieth century projects, such as William E.
Myer’s 1920 work at the Gordontown and
Fewkes sites, employed African American
field hands as well.*® Research to date has
identified nine black males on Myer’s 1920
field crew, ranging from fifteen to fifty-nine
years old.* In addition, a 1949 article by Dr.
Hugh Young, a Nashville physician, discusses
his early twentieth century work at prehis-
toric Native American sites across Middle
Tennessee. The article includes a photograph
of Dr. Young with his workmen (defined in
the caption as “three colored lads and four
native White boys”).#* There is also a photo-
graph of an African American man named
Charley Hardeman, described by Dr. Young
as “one of his faithful servants” who worked
with him for twenty years.

To date, there is a substantial gap in our
documentation of African American contribu-
tions to early Tennessee archaeology. Despite
the lack of information currently available,
the authors are confident that other African
American technicians remain to be discovered
within field records and correspondence from
Tennessee archaeological collections held in

repositories across the country.

The authors would like to thank the Harvard
University Archives and Peabody Museum of
Archaeology and Ethnology for their permission to
publish the records and images used in this work and to
Brad Kavan and the Tennessee State Museum for pho-

tographing artifacts associated with George Woods.
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