
Red River Gorge: 
A World Hearth of Plant Domestication 

 
The places people first domesticated particular 
native plants are scattered all across the globe. 
Archaeologists call these places hearths of 
plant domestication.  
 
At these hearths, prehistoric people selected 
seeds of particular plants with certain desirable 
traits, like larger seed size or thinner seed 
coats, and raised them by gardening and 
farming. Over time, the people’s choices 
domesticated the plants.   
 
The most familiar hearths are those where prehistoric people domesticated the foods we 
commonly eat today: Mexico (corn), Peru (potatoes), the Middle East (wheat and barley), 
Africa (soybeans and millet), and east Asia (rice).  
 
North America’s Eastern Woodlands (the region between the Mississippi River and Atlantic 
Ocean, and the Great Lakes and Gulf of Mexico) also is a hearth of plant domestication (the red 
star shown above). But it’s less familiar to us than the others. That’s because archaeologists 
identified it relatively recently.  
 
The plants domesticated there belong in the same category as corn, potatoes, and rice. They 
include eight plants that archaeologists call the Eastern Agricultural Complex (EAC). Sun-
flower and sumpweed seeds were sources of oils, fats, and other nutrients. Goosefoot, 
maygrass, erect knotweed, giant ragweed, amaranth, and little barley provided starchy carbo-
hydrates. Fleshy squash, with soft tissue and thin skin, is another plant they domesticated. 
 

 
 
All these native North American plants, except squash, are called weedy annuals. They thrive 
in disturbed ground, like river floodplains and forest clearings.  
 
A key reason we know about prehistoric Native American plant domestication is the research 
archaeologists have carried out at sites in Kentucky’s Red River Gorge. The Gorge was pivotal 
in identifying the Eastern Woodlands as a 5,000-year-old center of plant domestication. 

  World hearths of plant domestication. 

  (L-R) sunflower, sumpweed (museum.state.il.us), goosefoot (botany.cs.tamu.edu), maygrass (cas.sc.edu), squashes. 



© 2009 Living Archaeology Weekend Steering Committee. This document may be used and copied for educational 
purposes, free without special permission. However, re-publication or reproduction of any part of it by any other publishing 
service, whether in a book or any other resource, is strictly prohibited. 

One of the important EAC plants was goosefoot or lambsquarter. These 
plants are members of the genus Chenopodium.  They are bushy, 
herbaceous plants (with fleshy stems that die back each year). Their leaves 
are shaped like geese feet. Goosefoot plants produce dozens of seed 
clusters with thousands of tiny seeds.  
 
Wild forms of goosefoot grow throughout the Americas, including the 
eastern United States. As early as 8500 years ago, Native Americans 
collected the wild plant to eat the nutritious shoots, leaves, and seeds. 
Goosefoot is an excellent source of carbohydrates, fiber, calcium, and 
vitamin A, as well as protein, phosphorus, potassium, magnesium, 
manganese, copper, zinc, riboflavin, and vitamin C. Goosefoot seeds have 
more minerals and certain amino acids than other cereal grains, and they 
lack gluten, a common allergen in wheat. 
 
Beginning about 3500 years ago, native peoples in Kentucky began to grow goosefoot. This 
caused physical changes in the plant and led to the domestication of one species of goosefoot: 
Chenopodium berlandieri. Compared to wild forms, its seeds are larger, measuring up to 1/8 
inch across. The seed coat (protective exterior layer) is thinner and encased in a net-like 
covering.  
 
Native peoples planted goosefoot by broadcasting the small seeds in garden plots. They ate 
raw or cooked leaves as greens. Goosefoot also has medicinal properties. Native peoples used 
young shoots as herbs to treat fever, intestinal parasites, and bruises.  
 
The seeds ripen in the late fall, typically in October. Native Americans harvested the seeds by 
hitting the plant with their hands or a stick, and catching the seeds in baskets. Then they 
ground the starchy seeds into flour or added them to stews and gruels. Goosefoot seeds were 
easily stored in baskets, bags, and subterranean pits for use as food year-round. 

 
Archaeologists have recovered goosefoot seeds from prehistoric sites 
all across Kentucky, including many rockshelters in the Red River 
Gorge. A grass-lined storage pit at Cold Oak Shelter in Lee County 
contained almost 700 goosefoot seeds.  They were radiocarbon dated  
to 660 BC. Domesticated goosefoot seeds from Newt Kash and 
Cloudsplitter shelters in Menifee County, similar to the charred seeds 
pictured here, were dated to 1500 BC. These are the oldest 
domesticated goosefoot seeds from the entire Eastern Woodlands!  

 
Recently, archaeologists have found goosefoot seeds at burial mounds and sites where Indian 
peoples prepared their dead for burial. At these places, the plant may have been eaten during 
ritual feasts.  
 
Goosefoot use declined sharply about 1000 years ago, when Native Americans adopted corn 
and beans from Mexico. By about AD 1750, goosefoot growing essentially ended. Goosefoot 
found in Kentucky today is the wild variety.  
 
Although few Americans eat goosefoot today, it was a very important crop for Indians in the 
past. In Peru, however, goosefoot (quinoa) has remained an important food item since native 
peoples domesticated it about 3500 years ago. In Mexico, people have been growing their own 
form of goosefoot (huauzontle) for about 500 years.  
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