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LEARNING TARGETS
1. Describe the size, location, and dates of Cahokia at its height.
2. Explain how Monks Mound, Woodhenge, and the palisade were built and used.
3. Explain what archaeologists learn from mounds, post holes, and borrow pits.
4. Use Brackenridge's 1811 account of the mounds as evidence.
5. Explain why the causes of Cahokia's decline are still an open question.

SECTION 3
A City on the Mississippi
Where, When, and How Big
The city flourished from about A.D. 1000 to 1350.
At its height 10,000 to 20,000 people lived there.
About 120 mounds once stood inside the city.
 
SECTION 4
Three Words to Start With
Three Words That Frame the Lesson
Mississippian - the Native American mound-building culture of the Mississippi valley, about A.D. 800 to 1600
Cahokia - the largest city of that culture, covering more than six square miles near present-day St. Louis
Archaeology - the study of the human past through physical remains such as mounds, post holes, and pottery
 
SECTION 5
Cahokia by the Numbers
Reading the Table
The city covered more than 6 square miles of mounds, plazas, houses, and fields.
The great mound stands about 30 meters, or roughly 100 feet.
The great mound was built in 14 construction stages.
 
SECTION 6
Building a City by Hand
Two Columns, Two Lists
The builders had no wheels or carts to move earth.
They carried the earth in woven baskets on the back.
Large, organized work crews did the digging and the carrying by hand.
 
SECTION 7
The Great Mound, Stage by Stage
Raised Stage by Stage
The mound was raised in fourteen separate construction stages.
The finished mound rises in four flat terraces.
A large building once stood on the highest terrace.
 
SECTION 9
Three Words for the Great Mound
Three Words for the Great Mound
Monks Mound - the largest earthen structure north of Mexico
Terrace - a flat, level step built into the side of a mound
Borrow pit - a pit dug by Cahokia's builders to remove the earth they carried away by basket
 
SECTION 10
Three More Things the Builders Made
Three Cards, Three Places
The plaza at the foot of the great mound was leveled and filled by hand to make it flat for gatherings.
Red cedar was the wood chosen for those tall upright posts.
The log wall ran roughly two miles around the city center.
 
SECTION 11
Four More Words for Cahokia
Four Words for the Rest of the City
Grand Plaza - the large open square at the foot of the great mound, leveled by hand for gatherings
Woodhenge - a circle of upright wooden posts at Cahokia used to track the sun through the year
Palisade - the defensive wall of upright logs that enclosed the center of Cahokia
Post hole - a dark stain in the soil where a wooden post once stood, used to map vanished buildings
 
SECTION 12
Woodhenge: A Calendar Made of Posts
A Calendar Made of Posts
The posts were cut from red cedar and set in deep holes.
A center post let an observer watch sunrise across the year.
Certain posts line up with the sun at the solstices, marking the turn of the year.
 
SECTION 13
What the Ground Still Holds
Four Kinds of Evidence
Post holes are dark soil stains that map house walls, the palisade, and Woodhenge.
Borrow pits are the hollows left where builders dug out earth.
Artifacts are pottery, stone tools, shell beads, and food remains left behind in the soil.
 
SECTION 14
An American Traveler Sees the Mound, 1811
The Words He Wrote
At the foot of the great mound, he wrote: What a stupendous pile of earth!
Henry M. Brackenridge had reached the foot of the great mound when he wrote that line.
He climbed one mound, then walked on to the great mound and paced its base.
 
SECTION 15
What He Recorded
Three Figures He Wrote Down
He counted forty-five mounds visible from that one summit.
He computed the principal mound at eight hundred yards around.
He put its height at about ninety feet, an estimate rather than survey data.
 
SECTION 17
1811 and Today: Two Sets of Numbers
Comparing the Two Columns
He counted the mounds he could see from one summit; about 120 once stood in all.
The modern figure is about 30 meters, or near 100 feet.
Excavation later found 14 construction stages, which no surface observer could see.
 
SECTION 18
Why Did Cahokia Empty Out?
Three Competing Explanations
Tree rings point to drought after A.D. 1200, when harvests would suffer.
Building and heating used huge amounts of timber, which some link to floods.
The palisade suggests rising conflict or fear of attack.
 
SECTION 19
An Open Question
What the Dates Rule Out
Cahokia declined after about A.D. 1200, well before Columbus reached the Americas.
The site was largely abandoned by about A.D. 1400, a century before Columbus.
So the arrival of Europeans cannot explain the decline.
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