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WORD FROM THE SMOKIES

A NEW BEGINNING’

EBCI member Juanita Wilson, who has been instrumental in efforts to foster understanding between Cherokee people
and Macon County residents for well over a decade, speaks ahead of the deed transfer. PHOTOS BY HOLLY KAYS/SMOKIES LIFE

Ancient Noquisiyi Mound returns to Cherokee after more than 200 years

Holly Kays

Special to the Citizen Times

Under cloudy skies that soon bore a dripping driz-
zle giving way to a steady rain, about 200 people gath-
ered February 26 to witness a historic event: the an-
cient Noquisiyi Mound in Franklin, North Carolina, re-
turning to Cherokee ownership for the first time in

more than 200 years.

“This was part of the heart of Cherokee territory,
this area,” Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians Principal
Chief Michell Hicks told the crowd gathered next to
the mound. “And so, as we think about the burden of
bringing this mound back, it’s not just a piece of land.
It’s part of us. It’s part of the Cherokee people.”

The mound can be easy to overlook while driving
the two-lane roads that run on either side of it, the
main ingress and egress to Franklin’s nearby down-
town. The grassy hump of earth rises from a 0.75-acre

See MOUND, Page 4A

Tribal Council Representative Lavita Hill, second from left, joins
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hands in preparation for the Friendship Dance held in front of
the mound following the deed signing.

Doctors to
deliver babies

harder to find
in rural areas

Lynn Bonner
NC Newsline

Women in 28 of the state’s 100 coun-
ties will not find a hospital, doctor, or
certified nurse midwife in their county
to deliver their babies.

The state has the medical personnel
trained to deliver babies. The Sheps
Center on Health Services Research
found that North Carolina has in-
creased its maternal health care work-
force since 2005, with 909 OBGYNs
performing deliveries, up from 708. But
those providers are concentrated in ur-
ban areas.

“This is not a supply issue, it’s a dis-
tribution issue,” said Erin Fraher, co-di-
rector of the Program on Health Work-
force Research and Policy at the Sheps
Center.

Fraher presented her report on ac-
cess to maternal health care Tuesday to
members of the state’s Joint Legislative
Oversight Committee on Health and
Human Services.

“It’s amazing to me that we have al-
most a third of our counties that don’t
have OB services and delivery,” said
Sen. Jim Burgin (R-Harnett), one of the
committee’s chairmen.

North Carolina’s infant mortality
rate is the 1ith highest in the nation,
according to the National Center for
Health Statistics.

In 2023, Black babies born in the
state were more than three times more
likely than white infants to die before
their first birthdays.

Policymakers and legislators have
been talking for years about ways to
improve the overall death rate and
close the racial disparity.

In the meantime, an estimated 12 to
18 rural hospitals have closed or closed
their obstetric units in the past 12
years, Fraher said. That means some
women must travel farther to deliver
babies.

Those increased distances are asso-
ciated with health risks. Preterm births,
higher cesarean rates, and higher rates
of gestational diabetes are associated
with longer travel times to hospitals.

The average distance from home to a
hospital for delivery was 12.4 miles, but
some women traveled up to 60 miles to
a hospital. Seventeen counties where

See DELIVER, Page 7A

Iran’s new leader vows to avenge dead

Says Strait of Hormuz
will remain blocked

Thao Nguyen, James Powel,
Jeanine Santucci, Andrea Riquier,
Ignacio Calderon and Suhail Bhat
USA TODAY

In a defiant first message to Iranians
as the country’s new supreme leader,
Mojtaba Khamenei promised revenge
for Iran’s “martyrs,” including the many
children killed in an apparent U.S. strike
on aschool, and said the critical Strait of

Hormuz would remain closed, as gas

prices rose and the U.S.-Israeli war on
Iran continued.

“We will not overlook the vengeance
for the blood of your martyrs,” his ad-
dress to the Iranian people said.

Khamenei’s message, read aloud by
an announcer on state TV, came as oil
prices again topped $100 a barrel and
two tankers burned in Iraqi waters after
an overnight attack. Three ships were
attacked on March 11.

The new supreme leader did not ap-
pear personally to deliver the message,
nor was a recording of his voice played
over the broadcast. Khamenei was re-
portedly wounded in the Feb. 28 air-

strikes that killed his father, Supreme
Leader Ali Khamenei, and several fam-
ily members in Tehran. Mojtaba Kha-
menei has not been seen or photo-
graphed since he was named to succeed
his father.

Iran stepped up its attacks on oil and
transport facilities across the Middle
East, setting two fuel tankers on fire in
Iraqi waters, Reuters reported. Iraqi au-
thorities said they were hit by explo-
sive-laden Iranian boats, killing at least
one crew member. The attack occurred
after projectiles struck four other ves-

See IRAN, Page 6A

Tankers sail in the Persian Gulf March
11 near the Strait of Hormuz, as seen
from the United Arab Emirates.
Shipping around the strait has come to
a halt since the United States and
Israel launched coordinated strikes on
Iran on Feb. 28. REUTERS
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Mound

Continued from Page 1A

parcel, an island of untouched land
hemmed in on four sides by roads and
parking lots. However, Noquisiyi
Mound (pronounced no-KWEE-shee-
yee and previously known as Nikwasi)
is one of the most culturally significant
sites in the entire region. Built about
1,000 years ago, it was the spiritual and
cultural center of the Cherokee town
that once thrived where Franklin
stands today and is the largest unexca-
vated mound in the Southeast. While
not within the Qualla Boundary estab-
lished in 1876, Franklin sits within the
historic Cherokee homeland.

In Cherokee society, mounds were
the heartbeat of the community. They
were always built on level, riverside bot-
tomlands to allow for dances, ball
games, and going to water ceremonies,
ethnographer James Mooney wrote in
Myths of the Cherokee. According to
Mooney, the community’s women piled
the earth used to form them one basket-
ful at a time, and the bodies of revered
leaders and sacred objects were often
buried within the structure. But the first
step in creating a mound was to build a
fire. A hollow cedar trunk would be in-
serted around the blaze to protect it as
the dirt was piled higher and higher, ex-
tending all the way up to a structure
known as a townhouse that would later
be built atop the mound.

Throughout the Southeast, indige-
nous cultures practiced mound-build-
ing for thousands of years prior to Euro-
pean contact, but most of these sites
have been plowed, developed, or exca-
vated over the centuries that have un-
folded since the Cherokee people were
forcibly removed from their land. But
not Noquisiyi. Though it was wrenched
from Cherokee ownership in 1819, sub-
sequent owners left the mound intact.
The Town of Franklin purchased it in
1946 following a community-wide fund-
raising effort to save it from develop-
ment. Even schoolchildren contributed
their pennies to reach the $1,500 pur-
chase price.

Heated conversations about the
mound’s future began after a town em-
ployee sprayed it with herbicide in 2012.
The town had wanted to replace the ex-
isting grass, which had to be mowed
frequently during the warmer months,
with a shorter-growing variety that
would be easier to maintain. But the ac-
tion spurred a backlash from the Chero-
kee community, many of whom saw it
as culturally insensitive, especially
considering that tribal leadership
hadn’t been consulted first. The follow-
ing year, Hicks—then in his second
term as chief—asked the town board to
return the mound to the tribe, but it re-
fused.

However, the controversy led direct-
ly to the creation of Noquisi Initiative
(formerly Nikwasi Initiative), and ulti-
mately to February’s deed transfer. No-
quisi Initiative is a nonprofit whose
board is composed of equal numbers of
Cherokee people and Macon County
residents. It seeks to preserve, protect,
and promote culture and heritage on
Cherokee ancestral lands in Macon
County, and held the deed to the mound
from 2019 until February’s deed trans-
fer. Before becoming an official non-
profit, the organization now called No-
quisi Initiative was known as Mountain
Partners, a group of people “just trying
to figure out how to make this contro-
versy with the mound a good thing,”
said Juanita Wilson, a member of the
Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians who
has served as the initiative’s co-chair
since its inception.
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Estimated to be about 1,000 years old, Noquisiyi Mound marked the spiritual and cultural center of the Cherokee

community of Noquisiyi, which means “star place.” PHOTOS BY HOLLY KAYS/SMOKIES LIFE .

Aniyvwiyahi Dancers Youth Group
member Uweluga Swimmer prepares
to lead the crowd attending the deed
signing in the Friendship Dance, which
concluded the event.

“We met and decided that the poli-
tics wasn’t for us yet,” she said. “We
needed to know about each other. We
needed to know our own history with
this mound.”

As the group continued to meet and
get to know each other, Wilson said,
“we learned there was so much love and
dedication to this mound” from all
sides. In addition to advocating for No-
quisiyi’s preservation and interpreta-
tion, Noquisi Initiative has spearhead-
ed many other programs and projects
over the years, such as establishing a
Cherokee Heritage Apple Trail along the
nearby Little Tennessee River Green-
way and designing and placing inter-
pretive signs at the Junaluska Grave
Site in Robbinsville, North Carolina.

Meanwhile, the idea of returning the
mound to the Cherokee people gained
momentum. Following the November
2025 elections, two new members
joined the Franklin Town Council, and
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on January 5, 2026, the body’s first
meeting following December’s swear-
ing-in ceremony, it voted unanimously
to deed the land to the EBCIL.

“If you ask me, ‘What’s the economic
benefit to the Town of Franklin of re-
turning the mound?’ the honest answer
is, T don’t know’ and my other answer
is, T don’t care,” said Mayor Stacy Guf-
fey. “Because that was never the point.
The reason this council here voted
unanimously was to do the right thing,
to acknowledge a truth older than our
town, older than our state, older than
our nation—that sometimes doing the
right thing matters more than econom-
ics, that sometimes the soul of a place is
worth more than the price of a parcel of
land.”

That’s a truth Guffey knows in his
gut. He told the crowd about his family
farm just a few miles outside of town,
and how after his great-grandmother
passed away it was divided and sold.
He saw tears in his great-uncle’s eyes as
he stood at the fence, looking at the
land he had plowed and the buildings
he had built. Money from the sale would
be gone in a few months, his great-un-
cle said, but the land was gone forever.

“That moment settled deep to me,”
Guffey said. “It shaped the way I see
place and memory and responsibility,
and the way mountain people under-
stand who we are. Now that family sto-
ry is not the Cherokee story. The scale is
different. The history is different. The
wound is different. But the feeling—
that sacred connection to land, the be-
lief that you don’t hold it for yourself,
you hold it for your children and their
great-grandchildren—that’s something
that we can share.”

In his comments, Hicks said that the
trauma of the past—a third of the Che-
rokee people dying on the Trail of Tears,
children being taken from their families
and forced into boarding schools, an-
cestral lands being taken piece by
piece—doesn’t leave in the space of just
a few generations. But the land transfer
is a sign of healing.

“You guys are sharing with us part of
our history,” he said. “You're bringing
back just a piece of who we were. It'll
never be the same. Never in this future
will it be the same, but you have helped
to mend that little bit, and that’s why
I'm so appreciative of everybody that is
represented here today.”

To Adam Wachacha, who represents
the Snowbird and Cherokee County
communities on the EBCI Tribal Coun-
cil, the rain that fell from the sky as the
speaking program began was a hopeful
sign for the future.

“Anytime it rains, it washes away
anything that’s out there, so it’s like a
cleansing,” he said. “It’s almost perfect
weather. This rain is washing away for a
new beginning.”

But as the speakers wrapped up and
the paperwork was signed, sunlight be-
gan to pierce the clouds. A group of
Cherokee women led the assembly in
the Cherokee-language “Evening Song,”
and children from the Aniyvwiyahi
Dancers Youth Group performed the
Bear Dance. The rain stopped, and the
conclusion of the ceremony—the
Friendship Dance, led by the children
with all attendees invited to partici-
pate—took place outside, under an un-
characteristically warm February sKy.

For Wilson, the day was like the be-
ginning of a new life, full of hope and
potential.

“It’s almost like giving birth to trip-
lets,” she said. “It’s like the third
phase—Mountain Partners, the Noquisi
Initiative, and now, what we are going
to become, and what do we focus on?
I'm not sure what it will entail, but I
know it will be great.”

Holly Kays is the lead writer for the
29,000-member Smokies Life, a non-
profit dedicated to supporting the sci-
entific, historical, and interpretive ac-
tivities of Great Smoky Mountains Na-
tional Park by providing educational
products and services such as this col-
umn. Learn more at SmokiesLife.org or
reach the author at hollyk@smokies-
life.org.

AN

]

MOVING MOUNTAINS
PROPERTY GROUP

3 Dreambird Drive, Leice NC 2874

This beautiful 3-bedroom, 2-bath contemporary home offers stunning
year-round mountain views and timeless charm. Experience resort-
style living in a gated community with stunning mountain views. Enjoy
a sparkling swimming pool, clubhouse/lodge, picnic area, and scenic
walking and hiking trails. Stay active in the fitness center and exercise
room, then unwind in peaceful surroundings. Broadband internet provides
convenience for work or streaming. A perfect blend of recreation,
relaxation, and everyday entertainment. Inside, the open kitchen and
living room create a warm, welcoming space centered around a gas
fireplace, perfect for cozy evenings and entertaining. Natural light fills the
home, highlighting its comfortable layout and thoughtful design.

Lisa Hagan, Broker/REALTOR/BIC®
NC Broker: 247869
Office: (828) 779-5404
lisa@movingmountainsasheville.com

OPEN HOUSES - 4 HOMES OPEN FOR VIEWING
-THE VIEWS AT ROSE HILL
Sunday 3/15/2026 1-3pm

g




