An Archeologist’s Notebook
Steed-Kisker
A Prehistoric Colonial
Outpost in Eastern Kansas?
In the late 1930s Dr. Waldo R. Wedel
of the Smithsonian Institution excavated
the Steed-Kisker site in west-central Missouri. The information gained from this
site has captured the imagination of archeologists for decades. What was so
interesting about the site was the presence of decorated pottery nearly identical
to that found at the great chiefdom of
Cahokia, 250 miles to the east near
present-day St. Louis.
Cahokia, a six-square-mile town
with upwards of 20,000 people, was inhabited between about A.D. 900 and
1400. If this population estimate is correct, it was on a par with London at that
time. But Cahokia was more than an area
of high population density; it was a ceremonial and political center as well.
Over 100 large earthen mounds were
constructed there, some for burials, some
as platforms for structures. One of these,
Monks Mound, is the largest earthen
structure in the western hemisphere,
standing over 90 feet tall, and presumably was the site of religious and political
ceremonies. Another intriguing structure
at Cahokia, known as Woodhenge for its
similarity to Stonehenge in England,
consisted at various times of twelve to
forty-eight posts in a circle, often with a
single central post. On both the spring
and fall equinoxes, the sun aligns with
Monks Mound and both the easternmost
post and the center post of Woodhenge –
clear evidence that the people of Cahokia
were tracking the seasons and celestial
events.
Cahokia also was a seat of power.
Few North American prehistoric populations had recognizable differences in
social and economic classes, but Cahokia
has ample evidence of a ruling class. The
burials in the earthen mound simply
This article was prepared by Bob
Hoard, state archeologist.
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Shown above is the excavated
floor of a Steed-Kisker house with
the stains left by wall posts
showing the outline of the
structure.
At right,a Steed-Kisker house was
excavated in Leavenworth County
in June 2001. This house is of
particular interest because the
charred posts of the burned
structure are preserved.

known as Mound 72 serve as an example.
A middle-aged man was buried there on a
bird-shaped platform, covered with shell
beads. The beads took a tremendous
amount of labor to produce, suggesting
the wealth of the deceased. But there
also is evidence that this individual
wielded considerable power. Below the
wealthy man’s burial were four more
burials of large men, their heads and
hands missing. Near each of these burials were neat piles of stone arrow points,
many from areas far distant. In a nearby
pit were the skeletons of over fifty young
women, laid out in an orderly fashion.
This stunning tomb shows a substantial
level of class control.
Additional evidence of political
power and organization is the planned
layout of the town and the concentration
of wealth and trade goods from distant
sources in the dwellings clustered in the
center of town. Exotic materials such as

obsidian (volcanic glass), copper, and
mica and prestige objects such as
earspools were found in these houses.
By the time French fur traders came
on the scene, the town of Cahokia was
abandoned. The people who then inhabited the site area – the Cahokia Indians –
were recent arrivals and showed little
social stratification. However, tribes to
the south in the lower Mississippi valley
were more politically complex. They,
too, carried out the practice of burying
sacrificed citizens with powerful leaders.
Therefore, the people who lived at
Cahokia during its heyday came to be
known as Mississippians.

Similarities to Cahokia
Found at Kansas Sites
When archeologists began to recognize Cahokian traits at sites in western
Missouri and eastern Kansas, one logical

conclusion was that these occupations
represented outposts from the political
center of Cahokia. Such sites became
known as Steed-Kisker after the two
families – Steed and Kisker – that owned
the land where Wedel worked.
The Steed-Kisker type site is just
north of Kansas City, Missouri, near the
confluence of the Platte and Missouri
rivers. Much of what Wedel found in his
excavations there was typical of the Late
Prehistoric time period. According to his
findings, the inhabitants lived in houses
with four central posts, supporting walls
made of vertical posts that were interwoven with branches and covered at least
partially with mud. The people farmed,
raising corn and other plants, and also
hunted and fished.
Wedel also found some things that
he did not expect. Most of the pottery,
for instance, had pieces of fired, crushed

Instead of Steed-Kisker
sites representing
settlements of Cahokian
immigrants, it is more
likely that ideas and
techniques common to
Cahokia spread upriver
along trade routes and
influenced the local folks.
shell mixed with the clay. This is a trait
more typical of Mississippian groups to
the east. What’s more, a relatively large
percentage of the pottery had lip tabs and
loop handles and was decorated with
incised lines, similar in many ways to the
decorated pottery from Cahokia. Some
Cahokian pottery is decorated with images representing warfare, the sun, and
humans with bird-like features. These
icons are identified with the Southeastern
Ceremonial Complex found at Mississippian sites in the southeastern United
States. Some Steed-Kisker sites also
have pottery with Southeastern Ceremonial Complex designs on them.
As more Steed-Kisker sites were
discovered and excavated, more Mississippian traits were recognized. One
Steed-Kisker house had a trench in which
the wall posts were placed. While this is
an unusual feature for a site on the cultural frontier, it is a common trait for the

Mississippian inhabitants of Cahokia.
Excavations at Smithville Lake north
of Kansas City, Missouri, recovered a
possible solstice shrine, reminiscent of
Woodhenge at Cahokia. Investigations
by Dr. Brad Logan of the University of
Kansas and Dr. Loren Ritterbush of Kansas State University show that the SteedKisker people were in this area from
A.D. 950 to1400, coinciding with the
time of Cahokia’s occupation.
Most Steed-Kisker sites are known
from northwest Missouri, from Kansas
City to St. Joseph, but more work is being done in Kansas, revealing a presence
in Leavenworth County. Two
Leavenworth County sites – the
Zacharias site and the DB site – have
been excavated by Logan in recent years.
Based on the repeated presence of
Mississippian traits in Steed-Kisker sites
in Kansas and Missouri, some archeologists contend that the Steed-Kisker
peoples were Cahokian colonials, stationed at outposts that controlled the
trade of goods upriver. Such commodities as obsidian from Wyoming and highquality amber-colored flint from North
Dakota, coming downstream on the Missouri River, would have been regulated.
One can imagine the political elite of
Cahokia sending a group of its citizens to
ensure the safety of trade and to expand
the frontier, much as early Americans did
in the nineteenth century.
While it is tempting to believe that
the Steed-Kisker phenomenon represents
a colonial outpost of Cahokia, the strongest evidence suggests that these were in
fact local people who adopted the traits
of their more powerful and affluent eastern neighbors. Setting aside the list of
Cahokian/Mississippian traits that include shell-tempered pottery with Mississippian decoration, the trench-walled
house, and the possible solstice structure,
Steed-Kisker is very much like its contemporaneous neighbors in northeast
Kansas and northwest Missouri. Specifically, they lived in very small hamlets of
no more than four or five houses. Their
houses are difficult to document archeologically, suggesting that they were not
very substantial, unlike the well-defined
houses at Cahokia.
Steed-Kisker people grew a little
corn, along with some native cultivated
plants, but were casual farmers compared
to Mississippian folk and placed more
emphasis on the hunt. Their tool kit,
outside of pottery, is nearly identical to
those of their neighbors.

Continued on page 14

Preserving Kansas, a full-color brochure pictured above, uses straightforward
language to inform landowners about preserving archeological sites on their properties. Over the years many misconceptions
have been perpetuated about the consequences of reporting artifacts and sites on
private land to professional archeologists.
This leaflet attempts to correct these
misunderstandings and present the benefits
of cooperation with landowners for stewardship of the cultural resources on their
lands. Basic and advanced steps for action
are listed.
The brochure concept and draft text
were contributed by volunteer writer
Ramona J. Willits of rural Douglas County.
KSHS staff who worked on the project were
Public Archeologist Virginia Wulfkuhle,
photographers Barry Worley and Craig
Cooper, graphic designers Jack Lister and
Christine Ewing, Special Collections Registrar Christie Stanley, and Public Information Officer Bobbie Athon. Printing costs
were covered by KSHS visitor donations
earmarked for education, promotion, and
programming.
A large number of copies were printed,
so please request copies if you wish to
distribute them. Contact Virginia
Wulfkuhle at (785) 272-8681 Ext. 255 or
vwulfkuhle@kshs.org.
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Most importantly, there is no evidence of social inequality at Steed-Kisker
sites. Instead, the most likely pattern was
one of marriage and hunting alliances
among Steed-Kisker hamlets and among
Steed-Kisker people and their neighbors.
In places where Steed-Kisker territory
overlapped that of other groups, a blending of artifact styles suggests close ties
between neighboring groups, rather than
the more fractious situation that is seen at
Cahokia.
This is not to say that Cahokian influence is not present; it clearly is. However, instead of Steed-Kisker sites representing settlements of Cahokian immigrants, it is more likely that ideas and
techniques common to Cahokia spread
upriver along trade routes and influenced
the local folks.
Investigation of Steed-Kisker sites in
northeast Kansas continues today. Just
this summer Dr. Logan directed the excavation of the Scott site along Stranger
Creek in Leavenworth County. There,
people from the University of Kansas,
Kansas State University, the Kansas State
Historical Society, Kansas Anthropologi-

cal Association, U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers, and Natural Resources Conservation Service pitched in to salvage
the remains of a Steed-Kisker house that
had been exposed by early summer
flooding. The information from this
structure will add to the growing body of
information on a fascinating and enigmatic prehistoric culture in our state.

Workshop Scheduled
in Wichita
The City of Wichita Historic Preservation Board will present an Architectural Styles Workshop January 7, 8, and 9
in Wichita.
Open to historic preservation volunteers and professionals, the workshop’s
objective is to provide the participant
with a basic understanding of architectural styles and how those styles are interpreted in buildings of Kansas. Walking and trolley tours are included as part
of the learning experience. There is no
additional cost for the tours and participants are expected to attend.
The workshop is located at the
Wichita-Sedgwick County Historical
Museum, 204 S. Main. Registration is

from 12 – 1 p.m. on January 7 with sessions beginning promptly at 1 p.m. The
$35 registration fee includes continental
breakfast, lunch, and snacks both days.
Parking is provided.
Please contact Kathy Morgan, historic preservation planner for the City of
Wichita, at morgan_k@ci.wichita.ks.us
or call (316) 268-4392 to obtain registration forms and additional information.
The workshop is funded in part by
an Historic Preservation Fund grant from
the Kansas Historic Preservation Office.

Conference Reminder
The Historic Bridges Conference,
sponsored by the Kansas State Historical
Society, is on November 8, 2001 at the
Kansas History Center in Topeka.
Experts from around the country will
explore ways to keep older and historic
bridges in good condition so they can
continue in use.
The registration deadline is October
26. For additional information and registration information, see page 18 in the
July-August issue of Kansas Preservation or contact Martha Hagedorn-Krass at
(785) 272-8681 Ext. 213 or
mkrass@kshs.org.

Contacting the Cultural Resources Division Staff
CRD STAFF
Listed to the right
are the personnel of
the Cultural
Resources Division
as of September 17,
2001, with telephone
extensions and
e-mail addresses.
All may be reached
by telephoning
(785) 272-8681
and dialing the
extension number.
Fax materials should
be sent to the
appropriate
person’s attention at
(785) 272-8682.

POSITION

EXT

E-MAIL ADDRESS

Will Banks

Review & Compliance, Archeologist

214

wbanks@kshs.org

Tod Bevitt

Special Projects Archeologist

254

tbevitt@kshs.org

Dorothy Booher

Half-time Office Assistant

230

dbooher@kshs.org

Christy Davis

Rehab Tax Credits, Fed & State R & C

215

cdavis@kshs.org

Lillian Edwardson

Archeology

253

ledwardson@kshs.org

Jennifer Epperson

Historic Preservation Archeologist

225

jepperson@kshs.org

Anita Frank

Office Assistant-Archeology

257

afrank@kshs.org

Chris Garst

Archeological Lab Technician

151

cgarst@kshs.org

Cathie Griffin

Half-time Office Assistant

230

cgriffin@kshs.org

Martha Hagedorn-Krass

Nat’l & State Register, Pres. Planning

213

mkrass@kshs.org

Bob Hoard

State Archeologist, Ass’t. Div. Director

268

rhoard@kshs.org

Teresa Kiss

Office Assistant

245

tkiss@kshs.org

Katrina Klingaman

Historic Preservation Specialist

226

kklingaman@kshs.org

Patty Koerner

Half-time Office Assistant—Archeology

235

pkoerner@kshs.org

Carl Magnuson

Grants and Certified Local Government

216

cmagnuson@kshs.org

Patty Morgan

Half-time Office Assistant-HPO

233

pmorgan@kshs.org

Dick Pankratz

Division Director, Deputy SHPO

217

dpankratz@kshs.org

Martin Stein

Archeologist

258

mstein @kshs.org

Randy Thies

Archeologist

267

rthies@kshs.org

Tim Weston

Highway Archeologist

266

tweston@kshs.org

Bruce Wrightsman

Architect

227

bwrightsman@kshs.org

Virginia Wulfkuhle

Public Archeologist

255

vwulfkuhle@kshs.org
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