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Figure 11 Map of the Texas coast showing location of the Mitchell Ridge Site, 41GV66.
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reconstruction of the details of the Late Prehistoric adaptive pattern of which occupation at Mitchell Ridge
was a part, it is possible to draw certain inferences concerning basic seasonal and spatial patterns of
resource use. Chapter 3 presents, first, a brief overview of archaeological knowledge of the Galveston Bay
area, thus providing a basis for assessing the role of island occupation in the diachronic and synchronic
patterns of regional prehistory. Chapter 3 concludes with an examination of the existing regional culture
chronology and a presentation of an alternative chronological framework which is believed to better fit the
data from Mitchell Ridge. Chapter 4 deals with historical/ethnohistorical background information relevant
to the native inhabitants of the Galveston Bay area and the larger surrounding region, providing
information which complements the archaeological data, and which is crucial for interpreting the findings
at Mitchell Ridge which date to the Protohistoric and Early Historic periods.

2. Following these background discussions is presentation of the findings which bear directly upon
interpretation of the daily life at the site. Chapter 5 provides descriptions and functional interpretations
of the various occupational features such as hearths and pits investigated in 1992, and to the limited extent
possible, examines the spatial organization of domestic activity at the site. Also included here is analysis
and interpretation of faunal samples which, in conjunction with the kinds and quantities of tools found,
permit inferences concerning the local subsistence economy. Chapter 6 presents a summary and discussion
of the excavations carried out in habitation areas during the 1970s. Chapter 7 focuses on analyses of the
artifact assemblage from the site, with particular emphasis on lithic technology and the stylistic patterns
discernable in the large ceramic sample,

Because the data from the 1992 excavations are more detailed and complete than those from the
1970s investigations, the 1992 findings are discussed first. Incomplete proveniences on the collections from
the 1970s excavations, along with generally cursory field notes, limit the interpretive poténtial of the extant
data from those investigations. The 1992 findings provide a much more complete basis for interpretation,
permitting development of a site-specific interpretive framework within which some important aspects of
the 1970s findings can be placed.

3. The second part of the data presentation deals with the burials and mortuary patterns at the
site. Once again, the information from the 1970s excavations is quite limited. However, significant
biophysical and dietary information is derived from analysis of skeletal materials. Additionally, radiocarbon
dates on human bone allow for chronological placement of the two burial groups excavated in the 1970s.
Much greater detail can be presented for the burials excavated in 1992. Chapter 8 describes the burials
and associated grave goods. Chapter 9, by Joseph F. Powell, presents in detail the results of
bioarchaeological analyses of the Mitchell Ridge human skeletal material. Chapter 10, by Jeffery A.
Huebner, deals with stable isotope analysis of human bone samples from the site, and presents
interpretations relevant to the diet and human ecology of the aboriginal inhabitants of the site. Chapter
11 contains interpretive discussions of major categories of grave goods, including analyses of shell
ornaments by Meredith Dreiss and an exploration of the chronological significance of European trade
goods, with particular focus on the relatively large sample of glass beads from the Early Historic burials.

Chapter 12 is an interpretive discussion of the sociocultural, demographic and human-ecological
implications of the burials. The fact that most of the grave goods accompany adult males and children is
suggested to indicate status ascription along lines of age and sex. Additionally, differential amounts of
wealth in separate cemetery areas are interpreted to reflect some degree of heretofore unrecognized social
ranking in aboriginal society. The findings in burials of the Early Historic period present a regionally
unique record of demographic, ecological and cultural change. During this period, local native people were
actively engaged in trade with the French, exchanging native products (mainly deer skins) for items of
European manufacture such as glass beads, mirrors, cloth and clothing, brass bells and iron tools. At the
same time, the data suggest a marked increase in mortality rates as intensified contact with Buropeans
resulted in frequent and devastating epidemics of smallpox and other Old World diseases. Biophysical
analysis and new mortuary patterns strongly suggest influx of remnant populations of outsiders, probably
from the east, where indigenous societies and cultures were experiencing disruption and dislocation due
to the effects of conflict between French and British colonials and their various Indian allies. Moreover,
Powell’s bioarchaeological analyses of skeletal materials strongly suggest that some of the newcomers were
of mixed European and Indian blood, possibly reflecting the intermarriages between colonists and native
individuals documented for the Mississippi valley during the early eighteenth century. Finally, both stable
isotope analysis of human bone and microscopic examination of tooth wear suggest dietary change which
may relate to an introduction of maize and vegetable horticulture into a previously non-agricultural
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economy during the second quarter of the eighteenth century, a change in lifeway which may have
accompanied newcomers from the Southeast.

4. Finally, Chapter 13 summarizes the findings in terms of basic patterns of cultural continuity
and change represented at the site. Based on both artifacts and mortuary patterns, it is concluded that
. .the Mitchell Ridge Site is closely related to other sites in the Galveston Bay area. At the same time, it
is apparent that the native people(s) who occupied the site were participating in broad cultural patterns
with links to both the interior and to coastal peoples living to the east toward the Mississippi River delta
area. While the prehistoric mortuary patterns at the site are strongly reminiscent of those identified for
the Galveston Bay area (Aten et al. 1976), significant differences are also discernable. Viewed in broader
ecological and cultural-historical context, the archaeological findings at the Mitchell Ridge Site present a
picture of indigenous culture rocted in local tradition but susceptible and amenable to influences and
changes coming from beyond the Galveston Bay area and the immediately surrounding region of the upper
Texas coast.



CHAPTER 2

THE ENVIRONMENT AND ITS RESOURCES

Virtually all archaeological and most ethnohistorical indications are that the indigenous people of

the Galveston Bay area were non-agricultural hunter-gatherers. Since hunter-gatherer groups generally
acquire key subsistence resources through some degree of seasonal settlement mobility within more or less
defined territories (e.g. Lee and DeVore 1968; Harpending and Davis 1977; Binford 1980), it is highly
probable that occupation at Mitchell Ridge was temporary and recurred on a seasonal basis. As will be
shown further on, the archaeological evidence does in fact point to a seasonal use of the site. It follows,
therefore, that the adaptive system that included use of the island and its resources must have involved
some degree of movement through a larger, containing environment or operational area (sensu Butzer
1982). Ethnohistoric documentation, to be discussed further on, indicates that such mobility involved use
of both the island and the mainland. Qur consideration of the environment looks, therefore, at the mosaic
of resources which would have been available throughout the Galveston Bay area.

Climate

The climate of Galveston Island and the surrounding region is warm temperate, with a mean
annual temperature at Galveston of 21° C. Summers are hot, though high temperatures on Galveston
Island are slightly moderated by proximity to the open Gulf of Mexico. Winters are generally mild, but
temperatures can dip to freezing as arctic cold fronts push into the region. Precipitation is fairly high,
averaging 134 cm/year in the Trinity Bay area and 107 cm/year on Galveston Island (Shew et al. 1981:12).
There is a net moisture surplus of 10-20 cm/year, in contrast to more southerly parts of the Texas coast,
which generally experience moisture deficits. Seasonal precipitation varies in the Galveston Bay area, with
a unimodal summer peak on Galveston Island and more even precipitation throughout the year in inland
areas (Shew et al. 1981:13).

Geology

The Gulf coastal plain is a nearly flat physiographic unit made up of sandy clays and clayey sands
deposited as channel fill and overbank sediments by Pleistocene riverine and deltaic systems. In the
aggregate, these sediments comprise the Beaumont Formation, the main geological unit along the entire
Texas coast (Fisher et al. 1972; McGowen et al. 1976). The various barrier systems of the upper Texas
coast— including Follett’s Island, Galveston Island and Bolivar Peninsula-- formed during the latter part
of the Holocene as waves and longshore currents deposited sands and shell under sea level conditions
approximating those of the present.

During the Wisconsin glacial maximum, sea level was approximately 100 meters below its modern
position, and coastal river systems downcut into the older Pleistocene deposits, creating a series of valieys
along the coast. As global temperature warmed after ca. 18,000 B.P., sea level rose rapidly. By 10,000-
9,000 B.P. the coastal river valleys were inundated, creating a series of long embayments. The present
configuration of Galveston Bay is the result of the inundation of the Pleistocene valleys of the Trinity and
San Jacinto Rivers.

Sea level rise during the Holocene was not continuous, but was marked by periods of rapid rise
and intervening periods of markedly slowed rise, stillstand or even slight reversal.  Although
interpretations vary in detail, all posit rapid sea level rise after ca. 18,000 B.P. and a stillstand or
temporary regression between ca. 15,000 and 10,000 B.P. Around 10,000 B.P. sea level once again rose
rapidly and attained another stillstand or slight regression between about 9000 and 7000 B.P.
Transgression resumed between ca. 7000 and 6000 B.P. and reached a mid Holocene stillstand ca. 6000-
4500 B.P. After a final period of sea level rise, modern stillstand was attained ca. 8000-2500 B.P. (see
Curray 1960, Nelson and Bray 1970; Frazier 1974; Paine 1891).

Recently, J. Paine (1987, 1991) has proposed a highstand on the Texas coast of approximately 1
meter sometime after 5300 B.P. and before 2600 B.P. Paine’s inference is based on radiocarbon dating
of geologic strata of bay shelis and organics in clay dunes on Copano Bay, north of Corpus Christi. Paine
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also considers information from corings of Copano Bay bottom fill, whose alternating coarse and fine
sediments are interpreted to represent shifts from marine-influenced depositional regimes to riverine-
influenced deposition. The former are thought to correspond to periods of sea level rise, while the latter
represent periods of sea level stillstand. Chronologically, the periods of marine-influenced sedimentation

- are estimated-by Paine to-correspond to rapid sea level rise prior to 9000 -B.P., again from ca.- 7000-6000
B.P. and finally between 5000 and 4000 B.P.

Radiocarbon data from stratigraphically discrete site components in the Corpus Christi Bay area
indicate a hiatus in major use of estuarine resources between ca. 4200 and 3000 B.P. (Ricklis 1993). This
is inferred to correspond to rapid sea level rise and attendant reduction of estuarine productivity as highly
photosynthetic and nutrient-rich bay/lagoon shallows were inundated. This interpretation of the data from
the central Texas coast narrows the time frame of final sea level rise, and Paine’s postulated highstand,
to after 4200 B.P. Geoarchaeological data from Site 41SP177 on Nueces Bay (Ricklis 1993:36-44) suggest
that sea level had approximated its modern position by ca. 3700 B.P. and that relatively high estuarine
biotic productivity was re-established by ca. 3000 B.P. A dramatic increase in the quantities of fish remains
in site components dating to after ca. 2000 B.P. is inferred to reflect markedly rising estuarine productivity
associated with the establishment of extensive, high-productivity shallows behind the modern barrier 1sland
chain, believed to have formed by 2500-2000 B.P.

The highly important relations between sea level change, biotic productivity and patterns of human
ecology have not been systematically investigated along the upper Texas coast. Most investigated
archaeological sites have been dated to the late preceramic or ceramic periods, after ca. 3000 B.P.
However, there are some earlier shell midden components (e.g. Gadus and Howard 1990; Hines 1993), and
a long term periodicity of coastal occupation and estuarine resource use, similar to that apparent for the
central coast, may eventually be defined.

Galveston Bay, and its two inland extensions, Trinity and San Jacinto Bays, reached their modern
configurations after sea level stabilized at its modern position. Deposition of the relatively heavy sediment
load of the Trinity River resulted in the creation of extensive brackish and freshwater marshes at the head

‘ of Trinity Bay. At the same time, longshore currents and wave action deposited sands and shells off the

; mainland shore to create Bolivar Peninsula and Galveston Island.

5 ‘ Galveston island is considered a "textbook" example of a prograding barrier island, in that beach
sediments have gradually acceumulated along the shoreface to build the island seaward. Radiocarbon dates
on core-derived shell hash reflect this process, with the oldest dates (6th-7th millennium B.P.) at the
leeward side of the island and the youngest (ca. 1000 B.P) under the modern beachfront (e.g. Morton 1977;
see Figure 2.1.). The dated shells pertain to estuarine and possibly marine species which have been
reworked by wave action and redeposited, along with sand, to form the island. The shells are thus believed
to date significantly older than the actua! time of deposition, and the core of Galveston Island is estimated
to be about 3,000-4,000 years old. As the island prograded seaward, sequential deposition of beach
sediments resulted in a ridge and swale topography, with relief generally on the order of about 2 meters.

Geologic Processes at the Mitchell Ridge Site

A limited, but quite informative, geologic profile was obtained at the Mitchell Ridge Site during
the course of the 1992 investigations (Figure 2.2). Subsequent to our archaeological field investigations
in the west part of the site, construction resumed in that area, and a sedimentary cross-section, 2-3 meters
deep, was created through the ridge that forms the core of Galveston Island at this point. An
approximately 15-meter-long stretch of the machine cut, where it transected the crest of the ridge, was
cleaned with hand tools, photographed and drawn to scale. Two samples of geologic shell hash, one from
near the top of the exposed sedimentary profile and one from near the bottom, were extracted for
radiocarbon dating.

As may be seen in Figure 2.2, the sedimentary profile contains several discrete deposits. The
lowermost consists of a massive deposit of light tan, medium sand, the base of which was not reached by
the machine cut. Overlying this material is a series of laminations of light-colored medium-grained sands
and shell hash of varying particle sizes. The laminations in the western part of the profile (at the left of
Figure 2.2), as well as the eastern part of the exposed underlying sand stratum, have been beveled off,
where they are partially overlain by a subsequent set of sand/shell hash laminations representing a facies
change in the deposits. All of these sediments are unconformably overlain by the dark brown, organically
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Figure 2.2. Profile of geologic sediments along canal cut at west end of Mitchell Ridge Site. Locations

of radiocarbon-dated shell hash samples are shown, with uncalibrated ages. Fine sand topsoil ran

thickness between 40 and 60 cm.
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Figure 2.1 Geologic cross-section of Galveston Island (adpated from Fisk et al. 1972). Note seaward

accretion of island, with estimated ages of sediments based on radiocarbon dated shell hash (see discussion
in text).

rich fine sand soil which contains all intact deposits of prehistoric occupational debris at the site (although
burials and deeper pit features intrude into the underlying sand/hash sediments).

Various kinds of available information permit a tentative reconstruction of the sequence of geologic
and other environmental events and processes which produced the observed sedimentary stratigraphy.
Significant is the fact that the shell hash in the laminations between the basal sand and the fine sand soil
consists entirely of common estuarine species such as oyster, bay scallop, lightning whelk and cross-barred.
venus; high-salinity marine species were not observed in samples obtained from the various laminations
of shell hash. It can be conciuded, therefore, that the shell hash, which is consistently mixed with fine-to-
medium grained quartz sand, represents deposition of reworked lagoonal sediments rather than beach
sediments deposited by wave action along the open Gulf. The radiccarbon dates on two shell hash samples,
corrected for the 13C fraction (Figure 2.2), 5050 +/-90 B.P. and 4650+ /-80 B.P., are both of mid-Holocene
age, suggesting the presence of a protected lagoonal estuarine environment during the mid-Holocene. The
various laminations of sand and shell hash thus inferably represent later Holocene redeposition, and the
medium to coarse size of the hash points to high energy transport of sediments. Most likely, each
lamination represents episodic deposition by a storm surge, so that the profile, in effect, presents a cross-
sectional sequence of storm washover fans.

The maximum age of the fine sand soil cannot be precisely determined. However, as will be shown
further on, our investigations established that all intact cultural debris deposits occurred within this soeil,
usually in the middle part of the soil stratum. Since all radiocarbon data on occupational chronology
indicate that occupation falls within the last two millennia, it seems reasonable to infer that the soil began
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