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Initial Northern Iroquoian Coalescence

JENNIFER BIRCH AND RONALD F. WILLIAMSON

Northern Iroquoian societies experienced two phases of community coales-
cence. The first, in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries, brought
previously semisedentary groups together into the first permanent villages in
the Lower Great Lakes region. The second occurred in the late fifteenth and
early sixteenth centuries, creating large, heavily palisaded villages that were
catalysts for the formation of nations and confederacies. Here, we are primarily
concerned with the first “wave” of village formation and the changes in social
and power relations that accompanied the transition to sedentism.

In this chapter, we employ the rich corpus of archaeological settlement data
available for southern Ontario and New York State to examine the processes as-
sociated with village formation. This includes the establishment of maize-based
agricultural economies, the emergence of village-communities and the long-
house-based residential pattern, and the development of social institutions that
served to integrate village residents within local and regional social networks.
These are some of the sociopolitical hallmarks that signal the transformation
of local Middle and transitional Woodland populations into a cultural pattern
that is historically recognized as Iroquoian (Trigger 1976:91~104). These de-
velopments necessitated more complex social and power relations both within
and between communities. One key observation is that females, as the primary
contributors to the agricultural economies of early villages and keepers of the
domestic realm, may have been the principal drivers of the transition to sed-
entism. Conversely, it could be argued that male taskscapes changed little be-
tween the preceding Middle and Late Woodland periods, although males were
critical in extending the social networks of households and villages across the
region.
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Transition to Agriculture

The adoption of an agricultural way of life in the northeastern woodlands was
gradual and multilineal, unfolding over many generations across a wide and dif-
ferentiated landscape (Hart and Lovis 2013; Williamson 1990). Phytolith evi-
dence indicates maize was used more than 2,300 years ago in central New York
(Thompson et al. 2004). Isotopic analysis of dentin and enamel of human teeth,
together with dental caries in permanent dentition in burials from the Kipp Is-
land site in north-central New York, indicate it was a considerable component
of the diet by the middle of the cal. seventh century AD (Hart et al. 2011). Hart
and colleagues (2011:38) note, however, that this likely seasonal uptake of maize
in the diet had little or no impact on regional settlement patterns. Only centuries
later did large nucleated villages appear in the archaeological record.

The earliest evidence for maize in Ontario, in the form of carbonized plant mac-
roremains, comes from sites in the Grand River valley, dated to cal. AD 400-600
(Crawford et al. 1997; Crawford et al. 2009). As in New York, maize initially sup-
plemented rather than dramatically altered traditional Middle Woodland hunting,
fishing, and gathering patterns (Hart and Lovis 2013). Isotopic analyses of human
bone collagen and carbonate from sites in southern Ontario suggest that maize did
not become a nutritional staple until at least AD 1000 (Harrison and Katzenberg
2003:241) and that it likely comprised 1020 percent of the diet until the end of
the thirteenth century (Harrison and Katzenberg 2003:241; Katzenberg et al. 1995;
Schwartz et al. 1985), when it came to constitute some 5o percent of the diet (Pfei-
fler et al. 2014; Pfeiffer et al. 2016). Current archaeological data suggest a south-to-
north dispersal of maize, allowing for the development of cold-adapted varieties
(Hart and Lovis 2013). In both Ontario and New York, the incorporation of maize
as even a minor component of subsistence regimes corresponded to a major shift
to upland well-drained locations amenable to successful maize agriculture by AD
900 (Beales 2014).

When considering evidence for the uptake of maize and its contribution to
diet, we must be cognizant of the more ephemeral social practices that appear
to have accompanied the transition to farming life. An increasing investment
in crops, however minor at first, would have included changes in attachment to
place (Creese 2013; Timmins 1997), allocation of labor (Schneider and Gough
1961; Trigger 1976:135), and the production of surpluses for facilitating group
ceremonials and feasts (Hayden 2014). Indeed, Bruce Trigger (1976:133) sug-
gested some 40 years ago that the emergence of agricultural economies and
early villages was rooted in efforts to maintain the year-round cohesion of social
groups, in this case the macroband aggregations of the preceding Middle Wood-
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land, and eliminate the need for winter dispersal. This would have also helped to
reduce regional political tensions and brought about greater economic security
through shared work parties (Trigger 1976:135-136).

Early Village Life: AD 900-1250

The earliest settlements with evidence for semisedentary habitation have been
characterized as transitional between the preceding Middle Woodland and sub-
sequent Late Woodland communities of the region (Crawford et al. 1997; Fox
1990). They appear at approximately AD 1000 in both Ontario and New York. The
earliest and best-known examples of these sites occur in floodplain environments
and include the Holmedale (Pihl et al. 2008), Auda (Kapches 1987), and Porteous
(Stothers 1977) sites in southern Ontario. In New York, at least one house (the
smaller House B) at the Maxon-Derby site (Ritchie and Funk 1973) and one house
identified at the Port Dickinson site (Prezzano 1992) have been characterized as
transitional Middle-Late Woodland (Hart 2000).

These “base camps” featured small, circular or elliptical house structures con-
taining clusters of hearths and pits. Neither in Ontario nor New York did these
sites include what we would recognize as a typical Iroquoian longhouse (Hart
2000; Warrick 1996). Large, deep pits were used for storage. The ubiquitous pres-
ence of maize on many of the Ontario sites suggests that it was consumed by all
social units, even if it was only a minor contributor to the diet.

Between the base settlements of the tenth and eleventh centuries and the ap-
pearance of the first year-round villages at the end of the thirteenth century, there
is a robust record of evolving early village life. In Ontario, settlement-subsistence
patterns are characterized by multiple clusters of geographically discrete, semi-
permanent settlements, together with smaller camps and special-purpose sites
(Timmins 1997; Williamson 1990). There is enough internal differentiation among
these site clusters that the transition to village life was clearly a multilinear process,
with the adoption of settlement and subsistence strategies and social, political, and
economic developments occurring at slightly different times in different subre-
gional localities (Williamson 1990).

Villages of this period include Miller (Kenyon 1968), Van Besien (Noble 1975),
Reid (Wright 1978), Elliott (Fox 1986), Tara (Warrick 1992), Ireland (Warrick
1992), Lightfoot (D. R. Poulton and Associates 1996), and Calvert (Timmins 1997)
in southern Ontario, and Kelso (Ritchie and Funk 1973), Sackett (Ritchie and
Funk 1973), and the later occupation at Maxon-Derby (Ritchie 1965; Hart 2000)
in New York (Figure 6.1). These sites are generally small in size, covering approxi-
mately 1 acre, or 0.4 ha (Williamson 1990), and encompass multiple structures,
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Figure 6.1. Early Iroquoian village plans, ca. AD 1000-1250: (a) Miller (Kenyon 1968);
(b) Ireland (Warrick 2000); (¢) Elliott (Fox 1986); (d) Calvert (Timmins 1997).

averaging 10-20 m in length and 7 m in width (Warrick 1996). These include the
first true longhouse forms, traditionally defined as being at least twice as long as
they are wide. Some of the sites were encircled by one or two rows of palisade. It
has been argued that these palisades were too flimsy to have been defensive, per-
haps serving as fences or windbreaks, but they nevertheless defined a community
precinct (Ramsden 1990).

Occupied over a longer period of time than later villages, these communities re-
flect multiple episodes of rebuilding involving reoccupations over many decades,
sometimes for a century or more. For example, Peter Timmins (1997) has recon-
structed the occupational history of the Calvert site, showing how it developed from
a seasonal hunting camp into a semipermanently occupied village between AD 1150
and 1250. Timmins (1997:227) argues that these long-term occupations suggest that
village locations and the hunting territories with which they were associated would
have been highly valued and protected. Some regional clusters of sites may have in-
volved two or more contemporary communities that may have shared a hunting
territory or other common resource base. Multiple resource extraction camps, oc-
cupied in the spring and fall, are often located within s-10 km of early villages (Tim-
mins 1997; Williamson 1990:312-320). Thus, both at the village level and within the
wider catchment in which males and females operated, we see a greater commitment
to place-making and territorialisation than is apparent in earlier transitional Middle—
Late Woodland settlement forms (Creese 2013; Timmins 1997).
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Populations based on site size and hearth counts indicate that the earliest vil-
lages comprised approximately 75-150 people (Timmins 1997:199), suggesting
that they were derived from late Middle and Transitional Woodland yearly territo-
rial band aggregations (Trigger 1976:134, 1985:86). It is likely that power dynamics
in these communities differed little from the preceding Middle Woodland period,
consisting of informal family-based decision-making structures, perhaps including
individuals who also acted as spokespersons in dealings with neighboring groups
(Trigger 1981:24).

Long-distance exchange in this period appears to have been restricted, evidenc-
ing the waning of extensive Middle Woodland interactions (Fox 1990:188). Evi-
dence for the importance of local, as opposed to regional, social networks comes
from ceramic data. Sequences of ceramic development were quite variable from
one region to another, as was the use of specific decorative motifs or techniques
(Williamson 1985:289-290). This pattern may be attributed to local endogamy
whereby spouses were obtained from other communities within a regional cluster
(Timmins 1997:228).

There is no evidence that suggests these first villages marked the incorpora-
tion of matrilineal descent and residence patterns (Hart 2001; Williamson 1990).
Instead, the development of matrilineal descent, matrilocal residence, maize hor-
ticulture, and settled village life appears to have evolved gradually and opportu-
nistically (Hart 2001). Ceramic (Schumacher 2013) and mortuary data (DeLaurier
and Spence 2003) both point to variable origins for the female members of some
early Iroquoian villages. This suggests the continued but possibly limited practice
of patrilocality. In this way, early village populations may have participated ina lo-
cally based social network that involved resource procurement, spousal exchanges,
defensive alliances, and trading relationships that may have served to “predispose
people for the eventual decision to amalgamate into large villages” (Timmins
1997:228).

This phase of early village life, therefore, seems to have been characterized
by a flexible and evolving sociopolitical structure, whereby people were free to
pursue seasonal subsistence activities in either extended or nuclear family units.
Such overall flexibility would explain the variations in house morphology, interior
house activity, seasonally intermittent occupations, and diverse burial practices
documented for these populations. Until dependence on cultigens resulted in a
realignment of work tasks that separated men from women for prolonged peri-
ods, residence and descent patterns may have remained patrilocal and largely un-
changed from Middle Woodland times (Williamson 1990:318-319; see also Trigger
1976:136), although incipient agricultural economies and commitment to place
may have begun to encourage more cooperative behavior among village residents.
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Initial Village Coalescence: AD 1250-1350

Beginning in the mid-to-late 1200s, we see the coalescence of larger settlements
that were, for the first time, occupied year-round by the entire community. This
shift appears to have been accompanied by a region-wide intensification of food
production, decreased mobility, and increased levels of cooperation and commu-
nication among neighbouring groups (Dodd et a1. 1990; Pearce 1984; William-
son and Robertson 1994). Indeed, the late thirteenth and very early fourteenth
centuries seem to represent a hinge-point in Iroquoian cultural development—an
“event” (sensu Sewell 1996; Beck et al. 2007) or “tipping point” (Cobb, this vol-
ume) that, within a generation or two, transformed early Late Woodland peoples
into “Iroquoians.”

Intensified horticultural production is reflected by a growing emphasis on the
placement of villages adjacent to the most suitable soils for agriculture (William-
son 1985:326). Isotopic analyses of human remains indicate that after ca. AD 1300,
maize consumption increases to comprise at least half of the Iroquoian diet (Kat-
zenberg et al. 199s; Pfeiffer et al. 2014; Pfeiffer et al. 2016). Changes in the built
environment and material culture provide evidence of the social transformations
that accompanied this economic shift.

Sites typical of this period include Uren (Wright 1986), Myers Road (William-
son 1998), Roeland (Williamson 1990), Gunby (Rozel 1979), and Antrex (ASI
2010) (Figure 6.2). These now larger villages averaged almost 4 acres (1.5 ha) in
extent, or twice the size of the earlier base settlements. Populations are estimated
atan average of some 200-500 individuals (Warrick 2008). These largef communi-
ties are believed to have been formed through the result of aggregation of previ-
ously dispersed groups as opposed to strictly through internal population growth.
At the same time, much larger longhouses appear, averaging 30 m in length and
reaching lengths of up to 9o m (Warrick 1996). Organizationally, villages featured
less rebuilding and structural change than did communities of the previous period
and were relocated more frequently, on the order of every 20-40 years (Dodd et
al. 1990; Warrick 2008:135). Former village sites were very rarely reoccupied, es-
tablishing the community relocation sequences that characterize late precontact
Iroquoian archaeology (e.g., Birch and Williamson 2013, 2015; Niemczycki 1984;
Snow 1995; Tuck 1971).

Some post-AD 1250 villages are palisaded and defensively situated above steep
breaks-in-slope. While the catalyst(s) for initial coalescence has not been clearly
defined, one possibility includes aggregation for defense. While it is possible that
the source of this threat may have been political instability and conflict among
large, complex societies throughout the Midwest and greater Southeast after AD
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Figure 6.2. Iroquoian village plans, ca. 1250-1350: (@) Uren (Wright 1986);
(b) Antrex (ASI 2010); (c) Myers Road (Williamson 1998); {d) Gunby (Rozel 1979).

1200 (Krus 2016; Milner et al. 2013), there is little evidence for direct contact be-
tween Mississippian and Iroquoian poi)ulations or influence on one another (Ja-
mieson 1992; Williamson and Robertson 1994). Instead, this may reflect tensions
between expanding agricultural populations. This may have particularly been so
among communities located near the Niagara Frontier, between Lakes Ontario
and Erie. Niemczycki (1984) and Emans (2007) have described the rapid nucle-
ation and fortification of villages in western New York as a result of southward
population expansion from Ontario beginning after AD 1300, although this hy-
pothesis has yet to be systematically explored.

Social and Political Transformations Accompanying Village Coalescence

Significant social and political developments accompanied initial community co-
alescence. Primary among these is the development of matrilineal descent and
matrilocal residence. Formal leadership and village councils were likely required
to facilitate group decision-making, including negotiations over community af-
fairs and the maintenance of external relationships (Pearce 1984:293-304; Trigger
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1990:124 ). Sweeping cultural changes, including mortuary rites, ritual practice fo-
cused on semisubterranean sweat lodges, and the elaboration of ceramic pipes and
vessels, suggest the expansion of regional interaction and signaling networks be-
tween village-communities. In the remainder of this chapter, we explore changes
in social and power relations within and between village-communities, with a
particular focus on the gendered dynamics involved in this transition. Our focus
here is on the ancestral Wendat populations of south-central Ontario, where there
is a more robust record of late thirteenth- and early fourteenth-century village life
than exists in New York or the St. Lawrence Valley.

Internal Village Dynamics

Rather than viewing the archaeological remains of households and communities
as a simple reflection of a social order or cultural template, we must understand
how these spaces were constructed through social work—*“the labour by which
such orders were tenuously composed and ceaselessly tested and contested”
(Creese 2016:15).

The populations of the first permanent villages were larger and would have
required the development of control mechanisms and decision-making processes
(Johnson 1978; Warrick 2000). The increasing importance of communal labor
and stored surplus within extended family households is evident in the increas-
ing size of storage vestibules, which tripled in area (Creese 2011:246). Expanding
longhouse size suggests the creation of large corporate groups that included one
or more households. These larger corporate groups would have served to buffer
ing, promoting consensus and cooperation in village-communities (Creese 2011;
Hayden 1977; MacDonald 1986). We expect that the rapidity with which co-
alescence into villages spread across Iroquoia had much to do with the already-
developed social institutions and practices that crosscut communities, together
with the adoption of new strategies for meeting the challenges and opportuni-
ties of village life. One of these institutions was the clan system, the antiquity
and stability of which may have facilitated the transition to larger households,
and changes in residence patterns, and provided a familiar structuring mecha-
nism for powerful sociopolitical transitions that accompanied the emergence of
larger villages. Trigger (1976:109~110) traces the origins of clans back to the pre-
ceding Middle Woodland period with the transformation of patrilineal bilateral
bands to clan groups, which claimed a common real or fictitious ancestor. This
in turn led to band endogamy and enhanced social alliances among neighbour-
ing bands.

One of the most dramatic changes that accompanied village nucleation was
the transition to a largely matrilocal residence and a matrilineal descent system
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(Hart 2001; Trigger 1976). The importance of female work-groups in horticul-
tural economies has led scholars to link the adoption of matrilocal residence pat-
terns to this transition (Murdock 1949; Ritchie 1065:296; Service 1962; Whallon
1968:236). Indeed, matrilocal residence would have favored inter- and intragen-
erational continuity in the “perpetuation of agricultural management traditions,
innovations, and favourable maize gene complexes under all conditions more
strongly than would patrilocal or neolocal residence” (Hart 2001:164 ). Females,
as keepers of agricultural knowledge and anchors of the domestic realm, may
have come to possess additional sources of power during the transition to year-
round sedentism and an agricultural economy. It is their lives and taskscapes
that would have been the most changed with an increasing commitment to vil-
lage life. As such, we must afford them agency as influential individuals in their
kin-groups who may have “pushed the process” of village formation rather than
passive receptors of environmental or demographic forces.

The adoption of matrilocality and matrilineality has also been linked to ex-
pansion of populations into hostile frontiers (Divale 1984; Jones 2011) insofar as
matrilocal residence and village exogamy bolster group solidarity by cultivating
crosscutting ties of kinship between dispersed communities within a region. As
such, cooperative efforts at the household, village, and regional levels may have
more to do with the development of the Iroquoian “cultural pattern” than any one
realm of practice on its own.

Regional Dynamics and Ideological Systems

The Iroquoian cultural pattern was characterised by a complex ceremonial cycle
that included feasting, gift-giving, and world renewal (Snow 1994; Tooker 1970).
Certain of these beliefs and practices will be less archaeologically visible than oth-
ers. However, others, such as ossuary burial, semisubterranean sweat lodges, and
an elaborate pipe-smoking complex, can be traced to the inception of year-round
village life in the late thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. In Ontario, Huron-Wen-
dat community-based ossuary burials are found at the turn of the fourteenth cen-
tury for the first time. These features contain the commingled secondary remains
of the dead and represent the majority of individuals who died during settlement
tenure of village-communities (Williamson and Steiss 2003). They have been in-
terpreted as representing the transition to the historically documented “feast of
the dead,” a multiday ceremony involving feasting, gift-giving, mourning, and in-
ternment (Wrong 1939). This practice involved both community members and
other kin, trading partners, and allies from other communities.

It is also at this time that semisubterranean sweat lodges first appear in the
archaeological record (Figure 6.3); they thereafter become ubiquitous (Mac-
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Figure 6.3. Semisubterranean sweat lodges: (a) Locations of two sweat lodges in House 4, Antrex
site (reproduced after ASI 2010); (b) Plan and profile of semisubterranean sweat lodge, Feature sog
from House 9, Myers Road site (Williamson 1998:72).

Donald 1988). These features are “turtle”-shaped, covered structures that were
typically excavated into the interiors of longhouses or attached to sidewalls.
Items such as pipes and the elements of culturally significant animals, including
the great horned owl and bear, have been found on their floors (MacDonald and
Williamson 2001; Ramsden et al. 1998). They may have served dual roles as loci
of ritual activity as well as venues for unrelated males to convene in common
ritual practice, thereby alleviating tensions between males inhabiting matrilocal
households and generating, through social and ritual practice, ties between dif-
ferent social groups (MacDonald and Williamson 2001). In this way, the chang-
ing built environment creates a “dialectical space” for mitigating social stress
(Cobb, this volume).

While pipes and the smoking of tobacco have considerable antiquity in the
Eastern Woodlands (Rafferty and Mann 2004 ), their presence in Iroquoian as-
semblages increases dramatically after AD 1300. Some feature anthropomorphic
and zoomorphic effigies or complex iconographic motifs (Noble 1979; Wonder-
ley 2005). Pipes have been linked to curing societies and other ritual or spiritual
practices that accompanied increased interaction among hunters, kinsmen, and
trading partners in the context of population growth, expansion, and diplomatic
relations. Braun (2012) suggests that pipes may have been made by individuals
or small groups for personal use, employing a wide range of materials that were
personally or symbolically significant. Braun hypothesizes that this may reflect a
shift from more group-oriented ritual practices overseen by shamans or religious
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specialists, to a more personal or individual practice. That pipes are frequently
found intentionally broken in sweat lodges (Braun 2015) links these settings and
instruments of practice in meaningful ways.

In terms of ceramics, following the formation of permanent villages there was
a general shift from the regional heterogeneity described previously toward in-
creased homogeneity (Williamson and Robertson 1994). This involved rapid and
dramatic increases in the manufacture of collared vessels and the use of incised
horizontal motifs across most of southern Ontario and central New York State.
Incised horizontals may have represented motifs with which women signaled their
social networks and membership in the wider Iroquoian cultural arena. Such sig-
naling practices may have been especially important in times of interregional ten-
sion or widespread cultural change (Roscoe 2009). Recent social network analysis
by Hart and colleagues (2016) has shown that strong network ties existed between
Ontario Iroquoian communities in multiple subregions during the late fourteenth
century, crosscutting the territories of later nation-based groups.

Concluding Thoughts

In conclusion, the transition to year-round occupation and an agricultural do-
mestic economy was a catalyst for major cultural transformations for Iroquoian
societies. The production of surpluses by corporate groups facilitated the means
to underwrite the political economy through the hosting of feasts and ceremonials
that integrated village members with networks of kin, allies, and trading partners
who made up regional networks. In this way, the transition to village life and what
we have come to know as the Iroquoian cultural pattern involved both commu-
nity- and regional-level processes.

This involved transformations in power relations within villages—including the
elevation of women’s roles in the community through the development of matri-
local residence patterns and, ultimately, matrilineal descent reckoned through
the elaboration of the clan system. Women, as the keepers of the domestic realm,
would have anchored households, communities, and the domestic economy. Clan
exogamy resulted in the extension of kinship and social networks between com-
munities, bolstering societal solidarity by cultivating crosscutting ties of kinship
between communities. Indeed, within such a system, men would have been born
into one village, married into another, and spent much of their time away from
both engaging in hunting, trade, and perhaps war. As such, males may have formed
recursive entanglements between their natal villages, villages in which they re-
sided, and the homes of kin and clans dispersed across a wide social landscape. As
such, the social and physical labor of males and females, configured through social
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relations at the village and regional levels, were both critical, in equal measure, for
the realization of the Iroquoian world.
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