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ffie eii trance to the cave i s galiescj' t!o jb^ventin^ authorised entry; Sil ti ta\||r wa^ never
intensively commercial 1 zed but TJhere are f ndications { ;that it was shown t^Hie public
oecas iona 1 ly . There Is. a deTapidated , crude cave s torte stairway ; doiyn trie entrance s 1 ope
and at the bottom of ,-. the slope some beams, and the remains of onl ^r^tfe|s^oac|(|n benches
(initially constructed in the late 1890^, refurbished 1920^s][ . l^uj^^
signatures such;as,; ''^ the
19th century to the first quarter of the 20th century are common., inj^i^|4^i|
signatures of Floyd Col 1 ins * The activi ties of prehistoric man are jbelr^ye| by
marks on cave walls , smoke^ darkened walls and ceilings, fecal material Hfl^lils 6f
clothing ancj- t$rch:^
archeologica] i^yes|ii|tTons (1963),. The ^ave still tntint
characteristits ̂ of liar%^» dry passageways^ littered with massive rocks ahct^powdtr^ dirt.

n theSalts Cave is part of the Flint Ridge Cave System-^the longist knpwnf
wo rid- -in Mammoth Gave National \ Park. The natural entrance to Sal t Cavi ? is; at the

vjhe a/ea is wopdfd with, oak, 
ree~ Te vil s^ v " ''hickory aiid 3^^^

comprised of lar^ge passages and /big; rooms: (30^40; feet high and 40*50 fe^%|de).
The floo^ is litt^^edcwith^ boulders of everyshape-,-,and sjf^e;; (^a^led;bre|f^rt by ,
spel^ldfists) tpt^kes walking about^y^
i$ J£ouhd both on fopt and beneath; the i>6ul;el^r§ that form the rough floor of Ufiper
Sal ts Cave indiea|||ig Jhat though most>^ tlie' col lapse preciates/vhtiman use, some
po$t dates occupan^by prehistoric niah. Mijd^le. Salts is characterized by series
of canyon* like: passages> Here aboriginalv debris is very much; i n.evidence and much
less disturbed t;h^n; U|per^ Sal ts. Lower-Salts is similar to rnidcl^e Sal ts jin con- «s
figuration, .^re'h^stiif^p^ also brie "remote passage
(Indian ̂ ye^jjejcqn^
passage in the early ; 1950:'s. ^

Traces of prehistoric man within all three levels of?the cave include torch arid hearth 
fire remains, woven siIppers, cane torches, fragments of gourd and squash containers, 
desieated human feces, fiber cord and miscellaneous hand tools.These traces, though 
most prevalent in the upper two levels were also found, on the lower level of Salts Gave.

Utilization of Salt Cave began with the Early Woodland period. These people cultivated 
squash and gourds, but neither maize-nor beans. Cultivation of native plants and 
harvesting of some wild foods provided the majority of their foodstuffs.

Investigation of Salts Cave dates back to 1875 when F. W. Putnam referred to "relics" 
he had removed from Salt Cave VHHHHBV These items (bundles,of faggots, 
moccasins, pieces of cloth, twine, fragments of torches and gourds) are located at 
the Peabody Museum of Harvard University. Colonel Bennet Young provided a more 
complete description of Salts Cave and its artifacts in his book published in 1910 
(Prehistoric Men of Kentucky). Most of Young's personal collection; is at the Museum 
of the American Indian, Heye Foundation, New York City. The next scientific 
investigation was by the Cave Research Foundation beginning in 1963 under auspices 
of the Illinois State Museum. A summary of this investigation is found in Patty Jo
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Watson's, The Prehistory of Salts Cave Kentucky, 1969. This investigation consisted of 
observations and collections of surface material in Upper, Middle and Lower Salts Cave 
as well as the digging of two test trenches in Upper Salts at points*A and B on the 
cave map. In 1969 seven additional trenches were dug in the vestibule or entrance 
area. Archeological investigations continued at Salts Cave into the early 1970's.

of the district is hard -.to define since the various caves Salts,
Essentially, the bounds are the three levels

of Salts Cave shown on the enclosed map. The extent of the cave is indicated by the 
red lines superimposed on the
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The caves within,the Salt-Mammoth Complex represent some of the best examples of pre 
historic cave sites in midwestern North America. Salts is a dry cave and perishable 
as well as non-perishable material has been preserved. This data has been used to 
demonstrate the technological complexity of the cave users between 1000 BC and 300 BC. 
Also, considerable information has been gleaned regarding subsistence patters of these 
prehistoric occupants.

A wide variety of data sets occurs within Salt Cave. Many of these sets rarely occur } 
in other types of archeological sites, and thus the broad data base prevalent here 
provides unusual stimulus for research designs and topics that have to date included 
explanations of prehistoric technology and subsistence at this site as well as for 
the local region.'

The major artifactual data sets which are subject to study are as follows: '•

(1) Botanical data are represented through a wide variety of material. The
most common remains are cane stalks which were used fof tor<:h and cafnpfire f 
fuel. However, an extensive quantity of squash and gourd fragments, hickory 
nuts, seeds, and in a lesser quantity, grape tendrils, acorns, andvother vegetable 
matter occur on both the surface and subsurface levels within the cave 
vestibule and passages. Additional evidence of plant use and seasonality 
are indicated by pollen analysis and botanical remains recovered from human 
paleo-feces. All of the evidence indicates the importance of a plant food diet.

(2) Human remains can be divided into two data classes. The first class, skeletal 
bone has been recovered intermixed with occupational levels which include 
other remains such as plants, animal bone, and charcoal. The human bone is I 
in a disarticulated state and is sometimes charred. Interpretation of these 
data is difficult, however, Watson (1974:160) suggests two possibilities. 
The first is that canibalism may have been a normal pattern among the 
prehistoric cave population. The second is that the remains are from 
secondary burials that have become badly mixed, subject to tool exploitation, 
and charring from intermittent campfires.

j
The second data class are^eftsiccated bodies or mummies. Mummies have been 
recovered from other caves In the area, but the one discovered in Salts 
Cave in 1875, "Little Alice" (later to be correctly identified as "Little 
AT1 ) is the only one recovered from the area that has been made subject to 
intensive examination and autopsy. A range of data was collected from
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this analysis which included the determination of the mummy's blood type from 
blood cell antigens found in tissue. Also examined were the contents of the stomach

The last meal(s) included sumpweed, marsh elder, seeds, and hickory nuts. An 
analysis of fecal material within the colon indicated the extensiveness of the 
plant food diet, and helped demonstrate the human origin of other fecal material 
recovered within the cave.

(3) A large quantity of human feces has been recovered from throughout the cave 
system and has been subjected to a variety of analysis by specialists and has 
yielded data on diet, and parasites. In addition, five radiocarbon dates have 
been determined from these paleofeces. These dates are as follows:

SCM-1 710+ 140 B.C.
SCM-5 400+ 140 B.C.
SCU-38 290+ 200 B.C.
SCU-39 620+ 140 B.C.
SCU-105 320+ 140 B.C.

(4) Textile material has been well preserved within the dry cave environment and 
literally hundreds of items and fragments have been found here in the past 
century. Much of textile material is in the form of "moccasins" or shoes, 
cordage, bags, baskets, and garment fragments. Three basic techniques: twining, 
braiding, and weaving are represented in the collection.

Other artifactual data sets include fauna! bone excavated from the cave vestibule 
which indicate which animals were being exploited as a food resource. In lesser 
quantity are lithic artifacts such as projectile points and celts. Perhaps one of 
the most unusual data sets are the aboriginal footprints that were found in Lower 
Salts Cave.

The prehistoric utilization of Salts Cave appears to have occurred for a 700-800 
year period during Early Woodland times. Occupation appears to have been sporadic 
and probably centered around mining activities designed to exploit gypsum and 
mirabilite deposits within the cave. The data suggests that most mining probably 
fook place from late fall to spring, with occasional trips during the rest of 
the year.
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The people who mined Salts Cave were horticulturalists. They were cultivating two 
plants of exoti-e- origin (squash and gourd), as many as three (Helianthus, Iva, and 
possib^ljffy cenopodium) plants of North American origin. These facts could be used 
to support Gilmore's (1931) and Jones (1936) ideas that the early eastern United 
States horticultural complex, which preceded the cultivation of maize, fleshy squash, 
and beans, was based primarily on native plants. However, this does not negate Quimby's 
(1946) hypothesis that the introduction of cultivated plants from Mesoamerica may have 
stimulated plant domestication of local species within the Eastern United States. The 
co-existance of both exotic and native plants does not resolve the question of whether 
horticulture was a local development or was stimulated by Mesoamerican examples. To 
date, no site has been located which contains the supposed older species used as 
cultigens in the absence of any Mesoamerican species. It is worth noting that the 
Salts Cave squash and gourd dates are among the earliest in North America. However, 
the Salts Cave data does make it clear that the first plant domestication in the 
Eastern United States, occurred previous to the occupation of Salts Cave, probably 
before 1100 B.C., and that endemic North American plants played an important role 
in the earliest horticultural complex.
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