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Volunteers unravel mystery of ancient site at Fort Morgan

By ALLISON MARLOW
allisonm@gulfcoastmedia.com

Hidden in plain sight.

That’s how archeologists
describe the prehistoric canal
that links Oyster Bay and
Little Lagoon built thousands
of years ago by Native Ameri-
cans.

The 8 foot deep, 30 feet wide,
half mile long canal was hand-
dug by those early people only
after they cleared the Earth of
its thick forest — all without
the use of modern tools. Early
carbon dating results put their
Herculean effort some 1,400
years ago.

Historians believe the na-
tives used the canal season-
ally, to move supplies between
the two bodies of water. But
at some point a large storm
filled the canal with massive
amounts of sand. Nature grew
into and over the canal.

Still, it was there. And some-

where in the region’s collective

memory, everyone knew what
it was.

If you grew up on the island
your grandparents probably
told you about the so-called
Indian ditch. You may have
played in the large curved
crevice or stood atop one of
the 10 mounds that line the

area.

Harry King remembers
following his grandparents
into their garden in central
Alabama and finding “pretty
rocks.” His older cousin said
they were arrowheads and
promptly relieved the tot of his
treasures.

King never stopped thinking
about his finds. His curiosity
helped kick start a life-long
interest in history and dedi-
cation to preserving Native
American stories. As a charter
member of the Smithsonian
Institute’s National Museum

SEEVOLUNTEERS, PacE12

ALLISON MARLOW / STAFF PHOTO

Pieces of broken pottery have been found in and near the canal. This
piece depicts a woman'’s face. Harry King, who workd to find the ancient

canal, calls it the world’s first selfie.

Elberta
man dies in
Mobile crash

ALEA RELEASE

MOBILE — An
Elberta-man was Kkilled
in a single-vehicle crash
early Tuesday morning
on U.S. 90 near Louis
Tillman Road in west-
ern Mobile County.

David Earl Brannon,
52 of Elberta, was trav-
eling east in a 2017 Ford-
150 when his vehicle left
the roadway and struck
atree.

Brannon, who was
not using a seat belt,
according to a release
issued Tuesday, by the
Alabama Law Enforce-
ment Agency, was
pronounced dead at the
scene of the crash.

The cause of the
crash is unknown at
this time. Alabama
State Troopers are
conducting an ongoing
investigation.

Baldwin County’s first baby of 2019

SUBMITTED PHOTO

Baby Koby Kace Martin was born at North Baldwin Infirmary at 6:45 p.m. Weight: 5 Ibs., 0 oz. Length: 18 1/4
inches. Mom is Brianna Martin and Father is Malik Ferguson. Mom is pictured with baby and beautiful basket
given to her from the staff at North Baldwin Infirmary birth center.

County commissioners compromise on appointed employee contracts

By CLIFF MCCOLLUM
cliff@gulfcoastmedia.com

County commissioners
formed a compromise on ap-
pointed department head
contracts during a work ses-
sion earlier this week, which
includes a proposed plan
to begin a search for a new
county administrator.

Ron Cink has served the
county in dual roles as county
administrator and budget
director since late 2014, but
Commissioners Jeb Ball and
Joe Davis said they wanted to
see Cink’s positions be split
back into two separate jobs be-
fore they were willing to vote
to advance the other depart-
ment heads’ contracts.

“There is too much going
on, and as good as Ron is,
we need two people in those
slots,” Davis said. “To make
it a permanent arrangement
wasn’t fair to him and it
wasn’t fair to our citizens in
terms of getting things done.”
Commission Chairman Skip
Gruber said he felt Cink had
done well in the dual roles and

thought he should be allowed
to continue in them.

“I don’t see where there
has been a problem,” Gruber
said. “It’s working. It’s not
broken. It’s worked well for
the last whatever years it has
been and there haven’t been
any problems with it. I don’t
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Deputies
injured while
answering call

BCSO RELEASE

BAY MINETTE —
Two suspects are in
custody and two Bald-
win County Sheriff’s
deputies were injured
Tuesday afternoon while
following up on the
location of a runaway
juvenile north of Bay
Minette.

According to a release
issued Tuesday by the
Baldwin County Sher-
iff’s Office, the incident
occurred around 2:30
p.m. on Alabama 287
near Petersen Lane after
spotting the juvenile
and a male adult coming
from a wood lane.

After the pair failed to
adhere to orders to stop,
one deputy was knocked
unconscious while at-
tempting to detain the
male suspect, while a
second deputy received
minor injuries while at-
tempting to detain the
suspects.

The first deputy was

SEE DEPUTIES, PAGE 3
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The Baldwin County Coro-
ner’s Office handled 486
deaths in 2018.

Source: Baldwin County
Coroner’s Office
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of the American Indian,
King said he wanted to
contribute.

A move to Fort Morgan
Road would finally give
him the chance —in a
historic and monumental
way.

Nearly 27 years ago
King relocated from
Pensacola Beach to Fort
Morgan. A roadside sign
marked “Indian Canal”
piqued his interest and
he began asking ques-
tions, just a few at first.

Everybody knew it was
there, but nobody quite
knew why, where or how.
It simply was.

Still, King asked, and
searched, and asked
some more. Three years
ago, he stumbled upon
his answer, almost liter-
ally.

Many of the dirt roads
along Fort Morgan Road
are privately owned.
Their spirited owners
make it a point to keep
strangers away. After
befriending an elderly
lady named Pat Roberts,
she took him down her
road, shuffling with cane
in hand, and showed him
the very thing he had
been searching nearly
two decades for: the
canal, in nearly pristine
condition.

“It wasas bigas a
room,” he exclaims at the
memory. “Some people
didn’t believe the Indians
could do this, but seeing
is believing.”

King would soon learn
that had it not been for
prickly neighbors and
government red tape, the
canal might have been
shoved aside by modern
machinery and tucked
away only in the memory
of the skies that remain
above it.

Finding the canal

In 1827 young Lt.
Burch of the U.S. Army’s
Quartermaster Corps
was sent to the Gulf of
Mexico to scope out the
best location to create
a water route linking
the upper Gulf Coast to
Florida.

As Burch assessed the
landscape he found the
canal. He drew maps.
He wrote a report and he
attached a $10,000 price
tag to the project which
would roll directly over
that already dug out
canal.

Burch returned to Con-
gress and the project was
buried in bureaucracy.

In 1834 more routes were
drawn and the ancient
canal was saved from de-
struction.

But, the young lieu-
tenant’s findings gave
King one of his first hard
pieces of evidence. Von-
nie Zullo, a professional
researcher, spent three
days in Maryland digging
through stacks of public
records to find the map
Burch had drawn of the
area.

Otherwise, there was
no official mention of it,
anywhere.

“There is no record
of it in any of the early
Spanish or French
recordings or even dur-
ing the Civil War,” said
Howard J. Cyr, former
director of the Archaeo-
logical and Environmen-
tal Research Laboratory,
Department of Anthro-
pology at the University
of Tennessee-Knoxville.
“It’s crazy it’s just hidden
out there.”

Cyr said archeologists
have found similar canal
systems in Florida but
only one in as pristine
condition as this. Offi-
cials believe that native
tribes used the water-
ways as a sort of freeway
system to make travel
through dense vegetation
easier.

Knowing why they did
it may be easier than de-
termining how.

Gregory A. Waselkov,
professor emeritus of
anthropology at the
University of South Ala-
bama, has been working
with King to uncover the
mystery. He said digging
wasn’t an issue since
the dry sandy soil is
relatively light. The thick
trees, however, were not.

“The biggest ob-
stacle we run into is tree
stumps and roots. How
could they have done this
without chain saws and
that sort of thing?” he
said.

Experts believe the In-
dians burned the region
over and over until the
trees and their stumps
were nearly gone.

“When we dug the
canal, underneath that
berm there was char-
coal that was probably a
residue from when they
cleared the area,” Wasel-
kov said, adding that at
first, he didn’t believe
what he thought he was
seeing.

“I was Kkind of skepti-
cal. It was in such good
condition and on such a
large scale. The fact that
it is built in sandy soil
makes it even harder to
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This piece of broken pottery depicts the foot and claws of
a bear. Much of the pottery volunteers have found near the

site is intricately decorated.

believe,” he said.

“The more we dug into
it, the more we began
to appreciate that it was
quite old and the sand
was kind of unusual,”
Waselkov said. “The peo-
ple who built this really
understood engineering
on a different level. They
could build above sea
level and still have water
flowing. It’s all kind of
extraordinary. We're re-
ally thrilled about it.”

The team turned to
radiocarbon dating to
determine a relative age,
using samples taken
from the bottom of the
canal and the bottom of
a nearby mound they
believe was built by the
same people.

Radiocarbon dating
works by comparing
three different isotopes
of carbon. Decay of
the radioactive isotope
Carbon 14 can be used
as a sort of clock since
its rate of decay is not
affected by temperature,
water and other shifting
conditions. By measur-
ing the rate of decay,
scientists can calculate
arange of time that has
passed.

Soil samples collected
from buried soil along
the bottom of the canal
are believed to date from
AD 566 — 654, about 600
years after the birth of
Jesus.

But, who built it?

Waselkov said we may
never know except to at-
tribute the engineering
feat to the Middle Wood-
land Period of Native
American history.

“It’s so far back in
time that we don’t have
a way to really link them
to modern Indians in
the area,” Waselkov
said. “People moved and
especially in the early
Colonial era, there was a
lot of disruption of Na-
tive American people by
explorers and settlers.
Tribes fled. It was a cha-
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otic situation.

“It’s difficult to go
from modern day tribes
and say this is one or an-
other’s ancestral people
who built this,” he said.

Those who did build it
didn’t leave many clues
behind. There are few
relics in the canal or
nearby, save for sherds
of beautiful pottery deco-
rated with hand crafted
etchings and paintings.
A settlement adjacent
to the canal is home to a
mound that was rumored
to hold human remains.
In truth they are nothing
more than ancient trash
heaps, full of fish bones
and shells.

“We think they were
opening the clams and
oysters and shellfish
there and processing
and drying the meat to
transport,” Waselkov
said. “There is a lot of
evidence of cooking and
processing.”

Prove it

A half-mile long canal,
built by people nearly
1,400 years ago without
even a shovel to help
them? While the archeo-
logical community holds
its breath as they wait for
each carbon dating re-
sult, skeptics shake their
heads.

“Some people can’t be
convinced,” Waselkov
said. “When I talk about
stuff like this the general
feeling among some peo-
ple is that the past wasn’t
important. It requires
some belief on the part
of modern people that
it’s interesting to see how
people used the land-
scape we’re living in.”

Cyr works in a sub-
discipline of archeology
called geoarcheology
which means he ex-
amines the changes to
the environment and
the landscape to trace
what happened and
how. There is an as-
sumption that regions
look the same over time
but storms, flooding
and human activity can
make a location look
completely different over
the course of just a few
decades.

“The first thing we do
islook at it and say, is
this a natural feature or
is this an anthropogenic
feature? Is it something
people did? We did a sur-
vey looking at smaller
topographic changes in
that area and that canal
shows up like a scar,”
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Harry King has devoted years to finding the Indian Canal
on Fort Morgan. His efforts have uncovered a site that ar-
cheologists believe is 1,400 years old and is one of the only

surviving sites of its kind.
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Volunteers work to dig to the bottom of the canal, filled in
over time by nature, to collect samples to send to laborato-

ries for carbon dating.

Cyr said. “It’s a pretty
unique feature on the
landscape.”

The nearby shell
mound gives the site ar-
cheological context.

“This canal presum-
ably would have went
right by the shell mound
so that sort of spatial re-
lationship is really help-
ful,” he said.

The carbon dating can
help cinch the connec-
tion since two sites lo-
cated next to each other
were not necessarily
used by the same group
of people at the same
time period. The samples
collected from both sites
dated to the same time
period.

Why save it?

Cyr’s work was paid
for by the City of Gulf
Shores, a rare treat
he said since often
municipalities only
begrudgingly pay for
archeological work when
historians fear the city is
about to bulldoze over an
important site.

“Kudos to Gulf Shores,
they have been amaz-
ing,” Cyr said. “The
amount of work we did
wasn’t major, it was just
enough to answer a few
questions. These things
are really intriguing and
fit well within a walking
tour or the city’s greater
tourism plan.”

Developers might see
the ancient site as prime
real estate but for King
and others, it is a key
to understanding our
past and our future. Cyr
said the layers of soil
that have moved above
the canal can help us
understand climate and
how the environment has
changed and will change.

There is also the
anthropological impor-

tance, he said.

“This allows us to ask
more questions about
how people were inter-
acting with the environ-
ment and the amount of
change they were able to
do to the environment to
make their life a little bit
easier,” Cyr said.

“The amount of effort
that would have gone
into constructing this is
more than a couple of
people saying, ‘I’d really
like to have a drive way
put in here’. The amount
of effort that goes into
this is just amazing.
There are anthropologi-
cal theories dedicated to
how people organized
and talked people into
doing these things.”

For King, he has been
able to talk legions of
dedicated volunteers into
spending hot weekend
days digging in the canal,
collecting samples and
submitting stacks of
paperwork to officials at
universities, the Smith-
sonian and National Geo-
graphic.

He dreams of eventu-
ally seeing one piece of
the site that measures
roughly 150 feet long,
currently on land owned
by the city of Gulf
Shores, linked to the
walking trail with the
excavation open and in-
terpreted for visitors. He
hopes that accomplish-
ments of the tribes who
built it will be recognized
by national organiza-
tions.

And he’s not alone.

“We have the ability to
destroy pretty much any-
thing these days,” Wasel-
kov said. “Now we have
this really rare, ancient
feature on our landscape.
It’s made it this far, why
should we be the ones to
destroy it?”





