
Land Between the Lakes National Recreation Area:  
History and Background 

CULTURAL SETTING 
The first humans to inhabit the area were Paleo-Indians who subsisted on the abundant wildlife present in 
prehistoric and historic times. Evidence of habitation in the region extends back 5,000 to 6,000 years and 
perhaps as far back as near the end of the Pleistocene 10,000 years ago.  
 
Datable habitations of Paleo-Indians have yet to be discovered within the Land Between the Lakes (LBL), 
though surface finds of fluted points, like Clovis, and their variations, like Quad and Dalton, have been 
reported in numerous quantities in the Tennessee-Cumberland, and Ohio valley region. On LBL, the basal 
portion of a fluted Clovis point was found by a Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) employee at Sw-73 near 
Coleman Cemetery adjacent to Kentucky Lake, indicating a Paleo-Indian presence on LBL. Little else is known 
about the earliest inhabitants of LBL but evidence from other, more data rich, sites in North America indicate 
that they migrated perhaps seasonally in small groups of 10-15 individuals probably of the same family. They 
likely hunted large game and subsisted on wild, edible plants, which would necessarily cause them to range 
greatly across the landscape. Such a highly mobile, nomadic culture should be expected to leave behind low 
densities of material remains.  
 
The Archaic cultures that followed very likely developed from their Paleo-Indian predecessors as Pleistocene 
megafauna became extinct, forcing their hunting habits generalized to a wider range of available, modern 
species. This idea is supported by the mix of Archaic and Paleo artifacts at sites like Modoc Rock Shelter in 
Illinois and Graham Cave in Missouri where archaic points were found in the same strata as Dalton points of 
the Paleolithic. 
 
Archaic tools, however, often present more crude and hurried forms than their Paleolithic precursors. The 
stylistic differences are stark with Paleo-Indian tools showing evidence of careful finishing with pressureflaking 
techniques, whereas their archaic replacements exhibit percussion methods of finishing, giving a less 
refined appearance to the tool. This drastic change may indicate a separate, new, culture replacing the old 
either through a geographic migration or generational one. 
 
Whatever the cause, Archaic sites are more numerous and more widely distributed than those of Paleo-
Indians. The variability in lithic artifacts is much greater are the sizes and types of Archaic sites. Archaic 
cultures appear to take on a semi-sedentary lifeway, perhaps migrating back and forth to familiar lands with 
the seasons. Some Archaic sites in the Tennessee-Cumberland and Ohio Valley region appear to have been 
occupied intensively over long periods of time based on features like shell mounds and middens left in the 
archaeological record. Despite this, sites found on LBL thus far appear lightly used or sporadically visited 
based on artifact assemblages their types and depth. Archaic artifacts found on LBL appear to fit primarily 
within hunting and butchery toolkits (projectile points, scrapers, choppers, knives, and associated flakes). Not 
found thus far are those tools associated with living sites such as grinding tools, drills, reamers, etc. (Nance 
1975:64; Jeffries 1990:151). 
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CULTURAL SETTING (CONTINUED) 
The appearance of pottery at around 500 BC marks the beginning of the Woodland culture. A continuation of 
Archaic subsistence strategies are joined by the advent of clay pots decorated with finger pinches on the 
surface, cord-wrapped sticks, incisions, or left plain, but tempered with sand, grit, or limestone. In the later 
Woodland period, the bow and arrow augmented spears as a hunting weapon and ultimately replaced the 
atlatl. At about 1000 AD, the Mississippian culture appears as an incursion into the Land Between the Lakes: a 
dominant and energetic culture that expanded into the technically and economically less developed 
indigenous culture(s) of the LBL region.  
 
Throughout their region of influence, the Mississippian people built large, stockaded villages, large ceremonial 
mounds, produced shell-tempered pottery, highly stylized artifacts, maintained an agriculture-based 
economy, and traded widely. Mississippian settlements relied greatly on corn-squash-bean agriculture 
combined with continued hunting and gathering. Complex social structure is evident in the archaeological 
record, including class-stratification and one of its manifestations may be with stone-box graves. The practice 
of interring the dead in stone-box grave cemeteries with the corpse enclosed in an extended position, lying on 
the back is a phenomenon present within Mississippian culture, though still not well understood due in part by 
the lack of available data. Several of these stone-box grave sites are known to be present on LBL, each looted 
in modern times even though artifacts associated with such graves are few. Where artifacts are present, 
special status or social position may be indicated. 
 
Permanent Native American settlements appear absent in both the historical and archaeological records at 
LBL around the time the first Euro-Americans began to visit. LBL may have been owned or claimed by the 
Chickasaw until the early 1800s though no direct evidence supports this. The region between the Tennessee 
and Cumberland Rivers may have only been a common, seasonal hunting ground used by various tribes such 
as the Chickasaw, Shawnee, Choctaw, and Cherokee but sites have yet to be discovered to support this notion. 
 
Near the end of the American Revolution, westward expansion resulted in a steady influx of settlers, many 
taking advantage of land grants for their service following the war. Historic records reflect grants and deeds to 
specific individuals for lands between the Cumberland and Tennessee Rivers beginning in the 1780s, many of 
the names now familiar toponyms such as William Prior and Jeremiah Nickell, both of whom have creeks that 
now share their names. The Jackson Purchase in 1818 allowed the U.S. government to obtain the lands west of 
the Tennessee River and east of the Mississippi River through a treaty with the Chickasaw. While this 
technically did not include the LBL region, it opened the region to increased settlement in and around what is 
now the Land Between the Lakes (Henry 1970; Nance 1973). 
 
By the time of the American Civil War (1861-1865), river commerce in the region was at a peak. Keelboats, 
flatboats, and steamboats transported iron, cotton, tobacco, and foodstuffs, connecting norther cities like 
Cincinnati, Pittsburgh, and Louisville to southern and Midwestern ones like New Orleans, Nashville, Memphis, 
and St. Louis (Cooling 1987; Henry 1970). The institution of slavery was prevalent in the region and played a 
key role in the economies of agriculture and the intense iron industry that existed at this time in the 
Tennessee-Cumberland Valley region. By the time the war began, three forts were constructed in the region to 
defend the river transportation system: Forts Henry and Heiman on the Tennessee River and Fort Donelson on 
the Cumberland. Fort Henry and its associated earthworks and encampments were on the east bank of the 
Tennessee River and those that remain above the surface following the inundation of Kentucky Lake in 1941 
are in and around the project area (Cooling 1987; Henry 1970; Bearss 1960). 
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POST-BELLUM - LAND BETWEEN THE LAKES 
After the American Civil War, the region known as the Land Between the Rivers in Kentucky and Tennessee 
experienced economic and societal struggles that mirrored the rest of the nation. The collapse of the iron 
industry left the ruins of eight iron furnaces inside the boundary of what is now the Land Between the Lakes. 
Slavery was over and emancipated slaves were variously accepted and rejected in the region. 
 
In the late 1860s and early 1870s, Crocket Creek Baptist Church in Stewart County was nearly split down the 
middle between accepting the freedmen into their church and flat out rejecting them. Racism was being met 
with Christian values, brotherhood among neighbors and a compromise allowed for the construction of a 
separate church in the Crocket Creek community for the newly freed slaves. The slaves of the Center Furnace 
community continued to live in their same community, separate from the white community which later 
became Hematite. They migrated to parts unknown perhaps the around the same period as their white 
neighbors when Kentucky Woodlands Wildlife Refuge took over the Center Furnace and its immediate 
surroundings in 1939. 
 
The town of Hematite remained but shifted slightly to the east and southeast. In Lyon County, even before 
Emancipation, was a small community of freed slaves related to John Young. In 1908, well after Emancipation, 
Knight Riders rode from the Land Between the Rivers west across the Tennessee River into the town of 
Birmingham, a prosperous town of blacks, many of them former slaves. The terrorists fired shots into every 
home, killing a man and his grandson and wounding several others. In addition to the gun violence and 
subsequent murders, some of the residents were pulled from their homes to be beaten with whips. The 
purpose of the “Ride” was to terrorize black residents into leaving the county and to not work the tobacco 
fields. This raid was considered as part of the Black Patch Tobacco Wars in which violence was used to 
terrorize farmers into not selling their tobacco until tobacco companies agreed to pay higher prices. Seventy-
two of the perpetrators of the Birmingham raid were tried and convicted. Two men chose suicide to 
avoid trial. 
 
The Tennessee River was impounded by Kentucky Dam to create Kentucky Lake in 1944. The result is the 
nation’s largest man-made lake (in surface area). Because of the impoundment, towns like Birmingham in 
Kentucky were completely inundated and residents were forced to move as were many rural farm dwellers. 
Along with residents on both sides of the Tennessee River, cemeteries were also moved or inundated. Many 
upland cemeteries on the LBL side of the newly formed lake were cut off from access and some of these were 
moved, others remained in place. 
 
In 1959, TVA initiated a study to impound the Cumberland River and create a large-scale national recreation 
center in the between-the-lakes region. In 1963, President Kennedy approved the project, which was awarded 
$4 million in 1964 for development. The impoundment of the river formed Lake Barkley and the designation of 
the National Recreation Area as the Land Between the Lakes necessitated the removal of over 2,000 families. 
Their property was assessed and each resident was given fair market value through the land acquisition, 
according to TVA records. At least some residents were all-too-happy to accept the offers and took the 
opportunities to nearby communities like Dover, Eddyville, Murray, and Cadiz. However, many residents were 
not happy with the government’s decision to force them off their lands and staged protests. Their efforts were 
unsuccessful and the Land Between the Lakes was established in 1964 with a Field Office opened in Golden 
Pond, the establishment of Rushing Creek Campground, and reforestation of former agrarian lands. 
 
On October 1, 1999 (FY2000), the USDA Forest Service took over when Congress opted to not fund TVA’s 
operation, triggering the LBL Protection Act of 1998. 
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LOCATION OF LAND BETWEEN THE LAKES WITHIN THE U.S. 
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LAND BETWEEN THE LAKES: NORTH END 
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LAND BETWEEN THE LAKES: SOUTH END 
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