The Toolesboro
Indian Mounds

The Toolesboro site consists of seven existing
burial mounds constructed by the Hopewell
people between 100 B.C. and A.D. 200 on a
bluff overlooking the lowa River near where
it joins the Mississippi River.

Only two of the seven mounds are
visible from the Toolesboro Educational
Center. The others are located in the woods,
separated from the Center by a wire fence.
Near the Center, Mound 2 is the largest of
the remaining mounds. Possibly the largest
mound in lowa dating from the Hopewell
tradition (see box below), it measues about
100 feet wide and eight feet high.

No village site at Toolesboro has
been located, perhaps because the shifting
path of the lowa River has obliterated pos-
sible village sites over the last 2,000 years.
Later groups of people, including the
Oneota, have been associated with the site.

The Hopewell Tradition

The “Hopewell traditlon” refers to a set
of burial practices shared among certain
Native American groups, from 200 B.C.
to A.D. 450. Archaeologists began call-
ing this the “Hopewell tradition” after
an excavation of an earthwork on the
Ohio farm of Mordecai Hopewell.
“Hopewell” is not the name these
people called themselves (none of their
written language survives to tell us what
term they used). The Hopewell tradition
can be compared to Islam, Judaism,
Buddhism, Christlanity, or any other
world religlon: it's a widespread system
of beliefs and worship marked by minor
differences, such as language, on the

local and personal level.

Mound structure

The Hopewell had various ways of interring
their dead within the large, cone-shaped,
earthen mounds. Some individuals were
placed lying down; others were propped up
in a sitting position against the side of the
tomb. Some individuals were cremated;
others were placed in structures called char-
nel houses — where decomposition began
— before they were buried.

Typically, mound construction be-
gan with the laying of a sand or clay floor,
or a platform in the center, upon which the
body and personal objects were placed.
Over this, layers of earth, clay, sand, and
gravel were piled up to make a mound.
Other Hopewell mounds were built up
around tombs made of logs or large stone
slabs. Many mounds contain several burials
in different layers.

Hopewell customs & practices
The Hopewell lived in villages located along
river flood plains, They usually built their
mounds on nearby high bluffs. The large
clusters of mounds, such as those at Tooles-
boro, probably served as regional ceremo-
nial centers. That the Hopewell had an ex-
tensive trade network is indicated by the
discovery of such artifacts as Great Lakes
copper, Appalachian mica, Rocky Mountain
obsidian, Gulf of Mexico pearls and marine
shells, and Chesapeake Bay shark teeth.
The Hopewell tradition was marked
by a high degree of social hierarchy. Only

This ornament of sheet copper from a Hopewelllan

mound In Ohio probably represents a serpent’s head.
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ably chiefs and priests — were buried
within the mounds. When leaders died,
they were buried with exotic ceremonial
objects that symbolized their power.

Where did the Hopewell go?
Some time after A.D. 500, the Hopewellian
tradition of mound building disappears
from the archaeological record. Scholars
have posited two possible reasons for this
disappearance:

« the Hopewell might have moved south
and merged with a group representing a
later tradition of mound building; or

* they might have been absorbed by other
local, non-Hopewellian groups.

Early excavations
European-American settlement of the land
around the mounds began in the early 19th
century. While clearing land for crops and
buildings, early farmers began the destruc-
tion of the mounds. Unaware of the signifi-
cance of their finds, they removed artifacts
and human remains without documenting
the items or the internal structure of the
mounds.

Early archaeologists from the Dav-
enport Academy of Natural Sciences contin-
ued this practice. Using crude excavation
techniques, they damaged artifacts and hin-
dered further study of the mounds. They
uncovered copper tools, stone pipes and
tools, shell and pearl beads, and mica
sheets. The mounds contained some burials,
though the human remains still available for
analysis are few and poorly preserved.
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