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 This past summer I spent three months working as an archaeology 

intern in the Great Smoky Mountains National Park (GSMNP). I lived in a 

log cabin at Park Headquarters just outside of Gatlinburg, TN and 

worked with the park archaeologist and his two seasonal employees. 

Essentially, I was a park ranger focusing on the archaeology of the park. 

 We began the summer by spending the first two weeks working 

with two separate teachers’ workshops, designed to provide grade school 

teachers with an interesting opportunity to gain education credits 

necessary for teachers. Initially we had to dig several shovel test pits to 

decide where to put our larger test units. We dug these small holes, and 

based on the concentration of artifacts coming out of them, we were able 

to decide where to put our test units.  

 The first week we excavated about five 1x1 meter test units on a 

prehistoric Cherokee site that had been used up into historic times. We 

found a large amount of chert and quartz debitage left from tool creation. 

We also found several points and lots of pottery sherds. This excavation, 

though on Park lands, was in Cherokee, NC. Several Cherokees visited 

our excavation and talked to us about their history; it was very 

interesting to hear Native beliefs and ideas from a primary source.  

 The second week we worked with a group of different teachers 

excavating on the site of a summer resort from the early 1900s. We dug 



three 1x1m test units in which we found a large amount of materials, 

including glass, a porcelain doll face, railroad spikes, nails, buttons, and 

whiteware. We had several speakers on Appalachian tradition speak to 

us that week. 

 These first two weeks of my internship brushed up and expanded 

my excavation techniques. I also got the very valuable experience, I 

think, of teaching people older than myself. Initially it made me really 

uncomfortable to be instructing and correcting adults ages 40-70, but by 

the end of the two weeks, I was really enjoying myself and I think I had 

gotten the hang of it. I also, of course, learned a good amount about both 

the prehistoric and historic history and archaeology of the area.  

 After these workshops ended, I spent the next month out digging 

shovel test pits. The National Park Service conducts controlled burns of 

the Park on a regular basis to prevent forest fire. These controlled burns 

have the potential to affect cultural resources, and so before any 

controlled burn takes place, the land must be archaeologically surveyed. 

Over the period of three weeks we dug about 100 shovel test pits, 

spending some nights camping out at backcountry campsites. We 

decided where to dig a shovel test pit based on the likelihood of a site. 

Most of the areas that we tested were flat and near to the water. We 

found a large number of artifacts, both prehistoric and historic, including 

debitage, glass shards, and nails. I imagine that our findings will affect 



the fire survey, perhaps pushing its date back until further excavation 

can take place.  

 After my three weeks of digging shovel test pits, I participated in a 

two-week-long field school for Cherokee high school students, also in 

Cherokee, NC. We worked with 10 students on a site in a large field that 

used to be a Cherokee village about 900 years ago. It was very, very hot – 

about 115 degrees F with no shade, but we got through it and found 

some very neat things.  

 We excavated a large area of the field, unearthing the outline of a 

Cherokee post house. Cherokee winter homes consisted of eight-12 

wooden posts arranged in a circle. Reeds were then woven in between the 

posts. Wooden posts flanked the entrance to the house. When wood 

decomposes it causes the soil around it to change color. We were able to 

find the outlines of all of the posts and the entrance trenches to the 

house. An aerial photo of the excavation clearly showed the outline of the 

house. It was very neat. And of course we found the typical things – 

debitage, pottery. We actually found nearly a whole pot at this site, and 

also a gaming piece. I really enjoyed working with and teaching the 

Cherokee students, and I also learned a lot from them.  

 During these two weeks I spent a lot of time around these 

Cherokee students, adult members of the Cherokee tribe that came to 

visit, and Cherokee elders. I even got to go to the tribal headquarters and 

also got to see the mythical place of Cherokee origin. It was extremely 



interesting to be able to talk to these Cherokee about their culture and to 

see it all around me. One day when we were sitting eating lunch and 

listening to a speaker, I noticed one of the students was weaving a basket 

out of grass. That certainly is not part of the knowledge of the average 

American teenager.  

 After that I conducted site assessments with one other intern. We 

drove a National Park Service truck to all corners of the park finding and 

assessing the condition of known archaeological sites. We used written 

directions and GPS coordinates to find these sites, although we 

sometimes still felt like we were on a wild goose chase. We looked at old 

home sites, prehistoric Indian camps, historic Indian camps, cemeteries, 

and old barns, among other things. These sites had not been visited by 

an archaeologist in a long time. The purpose of our study was to describe 

the condition of the site and whether and why it was stable, degrading, 

or at high damage potential. The idea was to identify sites that needed 

immediate attention.  

 I then spent a couple of days excavating two test units at an 

Appalachian Trail shelter. We hiked in (but quite luckily we had mules to 

carry our packs, shovels, and screens) and spent the night at the shelter. 

The National Park Service had plans to expand the shelter, and so we 

were surveying for any cultural resources that might be disturbed. We 

found both historic and prehistoric artifacts, but they were so out of 

context – we found very old prehistoric artifacts very near to the surface – 



that the Park Service was given the go- ahead; the site had already been 

destroyed, so there was nothing worth saving. Artifacts out of context tell 

you nothing.  

 I spent the last week of my internship in the lab cataloguing 

artifacts into the system used by the National Park Service. I learned 

methods of artifact identification, classification, and storage.  

 It was a very good summer. I spent lots of time outside and got to 

know the Park very, very well. And of course, I became a better 

archaeologist and teacher. This internship will make me a better 

graduate school and job candidate. So not only was my internship fun 

and interesting, but it will do something to promote me in my future 

endeavors.  


