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Flesh and Bone

DESCENDANTS OF INDIGENOUS TRIBES CONNECT AT GEORGIA’S OCMULGEE MOUNDS

owninthe heart of Georgia, where the hilly Piedmont

plateau meets the flat Coastal Plain, the Ocmulgee

River bends through thelandscape. Along those riv-

I ) erbanks,acivilizationemerged, and for at least twelve

thousand years, Indigenous tribes have called this

place home and left evidence behind: a Clovis point

spearhead from 10,000 BCE, earthen pottery made

around 3,500 BCE, and European dishware from the

1700s. Themost arresting, however, is aseries ofearthworks, some
of which rise fifty-five feet high, called the Ocmulgee Mounds.

TheEarly Mississippian peoplebuilt seven mounds at Ocmulgee

and hundreds of others across avast but interconnected territory,

stretching from Floridawest to Texasand as far northas Wiscon-

sin;inthe Late Mississippian period, they constructed twomorein
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the Ocmulgee floodplain. Each of those mounds served adifferent
purpose, They built one over a ceremonial cornfield. The leader
of the community lived atop the Great Temple Mound, where he
had the best view and could monitor potential threats. The site’s
now-reconstructed Earth Lodge hosted gatherings and ceremo-
nies. Burials happened at some. Today, morethan athousand years
on, theyloomontheedge of Macon,abeacon totheir descendants.

One weekend each September, the Muscogee (Creek) people
answer the call, assembling there as their ancestors once did to
commemorate their connection to this place—and to remember
the hardships and traumas that generations of their families en-
dured. Ahead of my visit to that Ocmulgee Indigenous Celebra-
tion last fall, | spoke with Tracie Revis, the director of advocacy
for the Ocmulgee National Park & Preserve Initiative. “Our people
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are still here,” said Revis, a citizen of Mus-
cogee (Creek) Nation who is also of Yuchi
heritage. “People talk about us as if we're
the dinosaurs of this land, creatures that
nolongerexist. Wedidn't stopexisting; we
Jjust went someplaceelse.”

That displacement peaked in 1813 with
the Creek Indian War. By 1821, a series of
treaties had forced the Creek from this
rich river bottomland so European set-
tlers could use it for agriculture, pushing
the tribe west to present-day Oklahoma.
Other tribes—including the Choctaw, the
Cherokee, and the Chickasaw—met the
same fate. When President Andrew Jack-
sonsigned theIndian Removal Act in1830,
any tribal members who remained in the
Southeast had to march to Oklahoma, too.

TheMuscogee (Creek)call theirremoval
theRoad toMisery,and whenthey left, they
took their fires with them, holding a bit of
theircultureclose, Around the flames, they
danced and passed down the
tales that kept their traditions
alive.“We still have our songs,”

Revis said. “lhavestoriesthatl

=

dance ring with tin cans tied around their
shins, the metal glinting from underneath
their hems. “We've been erased from the
way this region’s history has been taught
and told,” Revis said, “and now we’re mak-
ing sureweare apart of that story.”

After the tribes’ removal, plantations
and farms that oceupied the land showed
little regard for the mounds’ original pur-
pose or significance, The economic ambi-
tionsof Macon, whichwasfoundedin1823,
spurred the region’s industrial age, and in
1843, arailroad company constructedaline
right through the Ocmulgee Mounds site,
destroyinga portion of the Lesser Temple
Mound. A second linebuilt thirty yearslat-
erravaged part of the Funeral Mound.

As the land was developed, human re-
mains and artifacts surfaced, and the sell-
ing of those relics and display of the re-
mainsbecame partof theattraction ofthe
mounds. In 1936, the federal government
declared seven hundred acres
around seven of the mounds a
national monument, shielding
them from further degrada-

got frommy grandma, whogot “OUR tion. That didn't stop people
them from her great-grandma PEOPLE from pillaging, so archaeolo-
that she was raised by, about ARESTILL gists began to dig in earnest,
removal, We still sing the songs HERE. eventuallyremovingtwoanda
thatwesangon thetrail.” Since PEOPLE half million artifacts. Later, in
the 1950s, Revis's family has TALK ABOUT the 1960s, Interstate 16 would
journeyed between Okmulgee, US ASIF tearthroughtheterrain again.
Oklahoma,and theirancestral WE’RE THE Still, despite thechallenges,
homelands, and she grew up DINOSAURS thetribes consider the Ocmul-
with the Ocmulgee Mounds as OF THIS gee Moundsagood example of
part of her identity. LAND, the government collaborating

Aslemergedfromthe forest CREATURES with and involving them in de-
around themounds on theday THAT NO cisions. That has not been the
of the celebration, the thrum LONGER case at every sacred Indige-
of a hand drum beat like a rap- EXIST” noussite. Somestilloperateas

id heart, pulsing through the
sacred site. Revis pointed out
that the event emphasizes ed-
ucation, not spectacle; that’s
why the group invites the public. For gen-
erations, her ancestors and their culture
were subjected to physical and cultural
genocide, and theimagery surroundingthe
Muscogee (Creek) filled with errors. They
donotcall this gathering apowwow, forin-
stance,as Western tribesdo. No one wears
elaborate headdresses here, as the peo-
ple of this region did not traditionally don
them. Vivid color filled the scene, though,
from the rich hues of thewood being hand
carved into a canoe to the bright skirts
worn by the women at the center of the
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curiosity shops, using words

like primitive and describing

a long-gone people, as if their

descendants don't exist. The
Native American Graves Protection and
Repatriation Act, which was intended to
guarantee the return of remains to their
resting places, passedin1990, butitis hard
toenforce. Evenacademicinstitutionshave
come under scrutiny: The Universityof Ala-
bama, for instance, is working to repatri-
ate the remains of thousands of people
originally buried ata Central Alabamasite
it operates called Moundville. That pro-
cess has been an uphill climb, though, for
Chickasaw, Choctaw, Muscogee (Creek),
and Seminole people who trace their her-

itage back to that place, as the university
long insisted that the tribes have no claim
becausetheycan't prove thebonesbelong
totheirdirect ancestors.

The Muscogee (Creek) Nation is still
searching for ways to protect what's left
of its ancient artifacts, village and mound
sites, and burials. “There’s a lot of artifact
hunting and artifact selling happening on
Facebook,” Revisexplained. “Wewant fed-
eral protections forallour ancestralsites.”
In Georgia, it seems the government islis-
tening.In2019, legislation redesignated Oc-
mulgee Moundsas anational historic park
and tripled its size to include more of the
traditional Muscogee (Creek) property.Up
next: Hopesare high Congress will sign off
this year on Ocmulgee Mounds National
Park & Preserve—Georgia’s first national
park—which would knit together the cur-
rent park with nearly nine hundred near-
by culturally significant spaces suchasthe
Bond Swamp National Wildlife Refuge.

Revis told me that she and other Mus-
cogee(Creek) Nationmembersfindsolace
on the Georgia grounds. “I'm walking out
amongthe moundsandalongthe property
andIsmell our medicines, what westilluse
today in our ceremonies,” she said. Toun-
derstand what she senses,onthe day after
the celebration, I returned to the mounds
toexperience the space sans crowd. Asthe
sunrose over anearthwork, | made myway
across the bridge and down the walkway
that leads to the Earth Lodge, the floor of
which dates to 1015 CE. The railways still
runthrough the park,and as I turned onto
the Opelofa Trail, | could hear the whistle
ofafreighttrainin thedistance. It was cool
enoughthat the alligators seemed tohave
retreated from the clay pond. An anhin-
ga startled me as | ambled along the path
beside Walnut Creek, the bird twisting its
S-shaped neck as it driedits plumage.

The ground brimmed with history. Be-
yond the mounds, the landscape contains
remnants of colonial forts, African Amer-
ican cemeteries, and two Civil War skir-
mishes, too. | wondered how many bodies
lay under my feet, undetected. I thought
about howto show them reverence.

| completed the trail loop and made
my way up the slope toward the top of the
Great Temple Mound, where the tribal
leader once stood. From there, 1 could see
the downtown Macon skyline, the man-
made structures of steel and glass. Differ-
ent typesof monuments. @



