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No detailed early accounts of the physical appearance 
of Nanih Waiya Cave Mound are known to exist. The migration 
legend recorded by Gideon Lincecum states that the Choctaws 1 
journey ended near a sloping hill with a hole in its side over­ 
looking a stream. Lincecum probably heard this account some­ 
time before leaving Mississippi in 1848. No mention is made 
in this legend of the dimensions of the hill or the nature of 
the hole in its side. The genesis legend recorded by Halbert, 
which may have originally referred to the Cave Mound, suggests 
the possibility of an underground water-filled cavern. The 
Indians were said to have emerged from the mound and sunned 
themselves dry.

Evidently there have been numerous amateur investigations 
of the site over the years. Fabian W. Fraser of Noxapater, 
Mississippi, stated in correspondence with the Department of 
Archives and History in 1935, that according to local residents 
there had been many treasure seekers and many excavations 
there during the previous sixty years. Fraser also recorded 
that one such excavation had revealed a cave which was ex­ 
plored for a distance of one hundred forty feet before the 
spelunkers were driven out by gas.

Fraser studied the site in 1935 himself, reporting a water 
level entrance around thirty inches in diameter, which he 
penetrated for a short distance apparently being able to 
stand after a few feet. Local people told Fraser there was 
formerly a ladder on the site which visitors used to climb and 
peer into a so-called second floor. The ' "second floor" 
entrance was a hole approximately seventeen inches in diameter 
which played out at a distance of about six feet.

,: Mr, Fraser, who suspected the mound to - be a natural forma­ 
tion, consulted Dr. E. H. Dunn of the Mississippi State College 
Geology Department. His suspicions were confirmed by Dr. Dunn 
who also determined the caves to be of natural origin in 
spite of their having a hewn appearance.

A newspaper account in 1958 revealed that Fraser was again 
exploring the mound assisted by the local Boy Scout troop. 
Part of the hill was removed by a bulldozer and another cave 
revealed. This cavern was explored until the party was run out 
by gas. This time the explorers were forced to crawl 
over eighty feet until they came into a large room.

rn

n

Investigations by a team of geologists and 
from Mississippi State University in the summer of , 
firmed the site to be wholly natural and revealed no, sl'gns of 
prehistoric activities. C- v^'VH^
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The mound is wooded at present and its dimensions are 
approximately thirty-five feet high by two hundred fifty 
yards in length and one hundred fifty yards in width.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Nanih Waiya Cave Mound is considered by many present- 
day Mississippi Choctaws to be the "Mother Mound" mentioned 
in their ancient legends. ... ,

There are basically two versions of the way in which the 
Choctaw originally appeared in Mississippi. According to one 
legend, the people came from the ground beneath a hill in east- 
cejitral Mississippi. The other legend tells of their migration^ 
from a land somewhere west of the Mississippi River.

Both legends mention a sloping hill or mound, usually with^ 
a cave or a hole in it. There has been conflicting opinion 
for many years as to which is the correct site. The two con­ 
tenders are Nanih Waiya Cave Mound, a natural geological for­ 
mation, and the Nanih Waiva ,Mound, a rqe archaeological site

_ ________^^mmmmm..fNanih Waiya Mound 
and "the associated village ,s^.te, are being submitted as a 
separate nomination.)

The earliest recorded mention of Choctaw origin was made 
by Du Pra/tz, an 18th century French historian-geographer; in 
175B, and it seems to refer to both legends, although it did 
not describe or locate the site:

According to the tradition of the natives this 
nation passed so rapidly from one land to 
another and arrived so suddenly in the country 
which it occupies that when I asked them from 
whence the Chat-kas came, to express the 
suddenness of their appearance they replied that 
they had come out from under the earth.

The next mention of origins was made by Bernard Romans, an 
English surveyor and botanist, in 1771. According to Rbmans, 
the Choctaws spoke of their origin as being from a hole in the 
ground. Again, tjiere is no location or description of the 
site. James Adair, an English trader, in the third reference 
to Choctaw originis also seems to refer to a subterranean 
genesis:
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When I arrived at the thick settlement of these 
lower towns, I began to imagine that they had 
opened a communication with their subterranean 
brethren of Nanne Yah.

Apparently, Adair's statement is the first time the site is 
named in print. He also described the site he referred to as 
"Nanne Yah," and it is undoubtedly the archaeological site and 
not the cave mound.

Apparently the first written suggestion that Nanih Waiya 
Cave Mound could be the site' referred to in the genesis legend 
was that made by Willa Boltfon, geography professor, State 
Teachers College of Mississippi, in 1925 when she suggested 
that it could be the site described in both legends. The next 
recorded connection would appear to have been in 1935 when 
Fabian W. Fr^ser of Noxapater, Mississippi, corresponded with 
Dunbar Rowland, director of the Department of Archives and 
History, and Moreau Chambers, field archaeologist with the same 
organization. Mr. Fraser contended that the cave mound was the 
site of the legendary Choctaw genesis and deplored the fact that 
most of what had been printed concerning Nanih Waiya failed 
to make a distinction between the two sites and mistakenly 
identified the legendary site as being the archaeological site.

An early mention of the Cave Mound's association with the 
migration legend was made by Dr. Gideon Lincecum who lived in 
Mississippi from as early as 1818 until 1848. He gives the 
usual version of the migration legend in which the Choctaw 
were guided to the vicinity of Nanih Waiya by a sacred pole 
which was stuck in the ground every night. In the mornings 
the direction of travel for the day was determined by the di­ 
rection in which the pole was leaning. According to the 
Lincecum account, the pole remained erect one morning thus 
signaling an end to the migration. The camp that night had 
been near a hill overlooking a stream; the hill had a hole in 
its side and since it sloped, the Indians called it "Nanih 
Waiya or "^sloping hill." The Lincecum account goes on to add 
that at a later date mounds were built nearby with an enclosing 
circular embankment (the Nanih Waiya archaeological site).

There also appears to be a reference to the Cave Mound by 
Simpson Tubby, a Choctaw who was interviewed by Swanton. Tubby 
stated that the first national assembly was held at the "Blue 
Hole Cave," and that thereafter the assemblies were held at the 
archaeological site.
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It seems that at least one account which mentions the 
archaeological site and its associated earthen wall, is con­ 
fused and possibly originally referred to the Cave Mound. 
H. S. Halbert relates an account of the Indians emerging from 
the ground under the mound and sunning themselves dry on the 
earthen embankment before proceeding any further. The Cave 
Mound with its water-filled cavern is obviously a much more 
likely spot to inspire such a legend.

It seems certain that the question of which is the correct 
site will never be settled. It is equally apparent that both 
sites have a significant place in Choctaw history and that 
steps should be taken for their protection and preservation.
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