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ARCHAEOLOGICAL GEOLOGY AND GEOGRAPHY –  
PROFESSOR WILLIAM I. WOODS’S ADVENTURE  

WITH THE HUMAN PAST

The current issue of the journal Contributions in New World Archaeology is dedicated to the 
memory of a former member of our Editorial Board, Professor William I. Woods. Bill Woods passed 
away on September 11, 2015, and a few years later we wanted to remind our readers at least a little 
about his figure and his connections with the Institute of Archaeology of the Jagiellonian University, 
co-publisher of this journal.  

William Irving Woods was born on March 5, 1947 in the state of Wisconsin. He defended his 
undergraduate thesis in the field of anthropology in 1970, and his Master’s thesis (concerning geog-
raphy) in 1973. That same year, he also studied at the Goethe-Institut in Brilon, Germany. From this 
moment, anthropology, archaeology and geography intertwined in his research and his scientific career. 

In 1976 he began working at Southern Illi-
nois University Edwardsville (SIUE), at first in 
the Department of Anthropology, and later (from 
1985 to 2004)  in the Department of Geography. 
There, in 1986, he defended his doctoral disser-
tation titled “Prehistoric Settlement and Subsist-
ence in the Upland Cahokia Creek Drainage,” 
and from that moment a large part of his research 
work aimed at the study of this area, one of the 
largest pre-Columbian settlements of North 
America – the Cahokia Mounds in the present 
state of Illinois – in analogy to certain environ-
mental and geographical changes in the Amazon. 
During his work at SIUE he was engaged in, 
among other things, the activity of the Environ-
mental Studies Program, and taught courses on 
anthropology, archaeology and archaeological 
field schools, cultural geography and landscape, 
physical geography, soils, as well as interdisci-
plinary concepts of environmental analysis and 
problems focusing on US East/Midwest and Lat-
in America. For several years he was also the di-
rector of the Contract Archaeology Program. 

From 2005 to 2014 (when he retired) he 
worked in the Department of Geography at the 



University of Kansas (KU). He taught courses dedicated to, among other things, human geography, 
global environment and civilization, soils, anthrosols, the Amazon, cultural landscape, sustainability 
and unsustainability. He also served as director of the Environmental Studies Program and as a faculty 
member of the Latin American Studies Program and the Center for Global and International Studies.

In the course of his scientific career he directed archaeological and geological investigations in 
the United States, Mesoamerica, South America, and Europe, serving as principal investigator on 
more than 110 projects. He is also the author of numerous books and articles in prestigious journals 
and appeared in programs of popular science. He was distinguished with many honors and awards and 
was often invited to different conferences, seminars and symposia around the world which confirms 
his strong scientific position (among others, in 2010 he conducted several classes and seminars at the 
Jagiellonian University in Kraków, Poland). 

Most likely, his best known work was on Monks Mound and general in the Cahokia Mounds 
(Illinois), an UNESCO World Heritage Site, as well as research in the Amazon on terra preta (black 
earth) soils, also known as Amazonian Dark Earths (ADE). For this last work, he was honored in 
2012 with a doctorate honoris causa by Uppsala University in Sweden. Also of great importance were 
his innovative findings and development of techniques for examining soils at archaeological sites, 
especially the quantitative analysis of soil phosphate. Moreover, in recent years he was also a member 
of an international research group analyzing climate change and soil degradation under the influence 
of human activities over the span of the last millennium. 

 At this moment, I will allow myself a brief, personal reminiscence about the professor. I met him 
for the first time at a conference in Göttingen, Germany in 2001, when I was still a student, after our 
prior e-mail correspondence and his consent for me to come to the excavations he was conducting 
in Cahokia. I knew that Bill would be in Göttingen, and I wanted to show him how important these 
excavations were to me (at that time, there still were not many opportunities for students and scientific 
exchanges and trips abroad from Poland), so I set out from Kraków by train with my fiancée  (currently 
my wife Adriana), but due to a lack of funds, we hitch-hiked from Dresden to Göttingen and on our 
whole return trip to Poland. We were very well received by Bill, and the next year I flew to Bill for 
my first excavation and field school at Cahokia, which was the beginning of my adventure with North 
American archaeology. Later, in 2010, after defending my doctorate, I managed to invite Bill as a 
guest lecturer to the Institute of Archaeology of the Jagiellonian University, which also resulted in his 
contribution of a lot of literature for our library, cooperation with our students and doctoral candidates, 
as well as his work as a member of our journal’s Editorial Board. 

Bill was always happy to help both students, as well as researchers and colleagues. He had many 
acquaintances and friends in the world, mainly from his research and conference visits. In recent years, 
he also made a three-week pilgrimage on foot to Santiago de Compostela which, as I learned from 
him, changed and caused him to reevaluate a lot in his life. He shared his enthusiasm and very good 
mood with everyone, which in combination with his professionalism and scientific knowledge, made 
him in the eyes of others both a great scientist who did not create unnecessary distance, as well as a 
colleague and friend.

Radosław Palonka


