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Figure 8.1. Map showing Burials 1-6, Burial Area, 1970s excavations.

Burials 2 and 4

Burials 2 and 4 were within a single oval pit measuring approximately 105 x 145 cm. In the field
map, the vertebrae appear to be indicated in articulated positions, and the skulls seem to be articulated
with the vertebral columns. Assuming on this basis that these are primary interments, it is apparent that
both burials are flexed interments, since the pit is too short for extended burials and what are probably
leg bones appear to be at opposite ends of the pit from the skulls. Because the two burials appear aiso
to be distinctly articulated, the interment of one does not seem to have caused jumbling of the bones of
the other (as is the case in some burials excavated in 1992, discussed further on in this chapter). Both
individuals are clearly oriented with the heads toward the southwest. Burial 2 was an older adult female,
50+ years in age. Burial 4 was an adult male 20-50 years of age at death. No offerings accompanied
these individuals. ’

A small sample of longbone from Burial 4 was submitted to Beta Analytic, Inc. for accelerator mass
spectrometer (AMS) radiocarbon dating. The assay (Beta-64565) produced an uncorrected age of 980 + /-60
B.P., which corrects for 13C to an age of 1110+/-60 B.P. This calibrates to a 2-sigma
dendrochronologically calibrated calendar date range of A.D. 785-1005, with an intercept at A.D. 967. This
result places this burial within the Initial Late Prehistoric Period.

Burial 3
This is a primary flexed interment of an adolescent female, 11-15 years old at death. The head
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Figure 8.2, Burials 7-13, Cross Area, 1970s excavations. Oyster shell lens was noted as overlying the
graves.

is oriented toward the west-southwest. The burial pit is oblong in'plan, measuring approximately 60 x 100
cm.

A small sample of longbone was submitted for AMS dating (Beta-64564), which resulted in an
uncorrected radiocarbon age of §570+/-50 years B.P. This corrects for 18C to 680+ /-50 B.P., which

calibrates to a 2-sigma calendar date range of A.D. 1268- 1401 with an mtercept at AD. 1298, placmg
Burial 8 in the Final Late Prehistoric Period.

Burial 5

This single interment was represented by the remains of an adult female, 20-50 years of age,

buried in a flexed position. Judging by the field map (Figure 8.1), the body was placed on the right side
with the arms in front of the chest. The head was oriented to the west-southwest. The size and shape
of the burial pit cannot be determined, since they are not indicated on the field map.

This is one of the few burials excavated in the 1970s which contained grave offerings. The offering
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Figure 8.3. Rectangular engraved bone artifact associated with Burial 5 in the Burial Area.

in this case consists of a piece of mammal longbone ground to a rectangular shape and ground flat on the
interior surface of the bone. The piece is fragmentary, so dimensions are incomplete. One end is intact,
and measures 25 mm in width. The length had to have been at least 47 mm. Both ends bear engraved
decorations, consisting of short oblique lines bounded by a line running perpendicular to the long axis of
the piece (see Figure 8.3). The function of this object is unknown, but its decoration and placement as an
apparent burial offering suggest a non-mundane significance. Except for the engraved designs, it closely
resembles rectangular bone objects, described earlier and illustrated in Figure 6.6, which came from the
general excavations. It is virtually identical to two specimens recovered from the Harris County Boys
School Site, suggested to have served as gaming pieces or dice (Aten et al. 1976:36-37).

Burial 6

This burial contained the flexed remains of an adult male, 30-40 years of age. The burial pit was
roughly oval in plan and measured approximately 75 x 110 cm. The head was oriented toward the west-
southwest. This individual was apparently unaccompanied by grave goods.

The Cross Area
Burials 7 and 8

These burials consist of the remains of two probably flexed individuals placed in an oblong pit
measuring approximately 55 x 100 cm. Burial 7 was an adult male, 35-50 years old, and Burial 8 was a
Jjuvenile of indeterminate sex. It is not clear whether the two individuals were buried simultaneously or
whether one individual was first buried and the pit later reopened for interment of the second individual.
The heads of both individuals were oriented toward the southwest.

The adult male, Burial 7, was accompanied by six artifacts. Four of these are thick, tubular whelk
columella beads ranging in length from 38 to 43 mm (Figure 8.4, a-d). All four specimens retain traces of
the natural spiral configuration of the columellae. The beads are all perforated lengthwise, with the
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Figure 8.4. Artifacts associated with Burial 7. A-d, whelk columella beads; e, basal fragment, chert drill.

perforations accomplished by drilling from both ends. The two other artifacts are lithic items. One (Figure
8.4, e) appears to be the expanded base of a rather large and thick bifacial drill or perforator of gray chert,
from which the distal bit end is broken off. The width of the base is 20.4 mm, and maximum thickness
is 7mm. The other lithic artifact is a tertiary flake of tan chert with edge retouch.

A sample of longbone from Burial 7 (Beta-58746) was submitted for AMS radiocarbon dating. The
uncorrected age is 870+ /-90, which corrects for 13C to 990+/-60 B.P. This calibrates to a 1-sigma
calendar date range of A.D. 1004-1156, with an intercept at A.D. 1025. The chronological placement of this
burial thus falls into the Initial Late Prehistoric Period.
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Burial 9

The remains of a young adult female, 20-25 years of age, this burial was semiflexed in an oblong
pit with the head toward the southwest. Judging from the field map, the body rested on the back, with
the left forearm placed across the torso and the legs bent toward the right hand s1de of the body. No
grave offerings appear to have been placed with this individual.

Burial 10

This burial consisted of the remains of a young adult male, 20-25 years of age, in an oblong pit
which measured approximately 75 x 170 cm. The burial is unique among the prehistoric interments at the
site in a number of aspects. First, it is the only prehistoric burial which was placed in an extended
position. Second, the head was oriented toward the northeast, unlike all other burials at the site (except
for an infant, with headward orientation to the north, all others had headward orientation toward the
west-to-south). Additionally, the burial offerings include a large stemmed dart point and several socketed
bone points, items not found in other burials at Mitchell Ridge. Finally, a radiocarbon assay on longbone
place this burial markedly earlier than any other at the site.

The sample of human bone from this burial (Beta-58748) yielded a radiocarbon age, corrected for
C18, of 1920+ /-70 years B.P. Calibrated dendrochronologically, this produces a 2-sigma calendar date of
B.C. 45-A.D. 810, with an intercept at A.D. 84. This date puts Burial 10 either in the terminal Preceramic
Period or the beginning of the Early Ceramic Period. As such, this is the only radiocarbon evidence of
aboriginal occupation at Mitchell Ridge prior to the Initial Late Prehistoric.

The kinds of grave offerings are in accord with this relatively early chronological placement. The
stemmed dart point (Figure 8.5, a) fits best into the Godley type, a type found in southeast Texas and
adjacent areas and attributed to the late to terminal Archaic (Turner and Hester 1993). It should be
noted, however, that nearly identical points are reported from the Poverty Point culture assemblage of the
Lower Mississippi Valley (e.g. Neuman 1984, plate 11), which is considered to date several centuries or
more earlier than the calibrated radiocarbon age range for Burial 10 (Phillips 1970; Neuman 1984). The
possibility that the dart point from Burial 10 was a curated object, or one that was picked up by later
people, should thus be considered. The distal end of the point was reworked to a drill-like tip, indicating
reshaping for a secondary purpose, which would not be mconsu;tent with re-use at a date later than that
of original manufacture.

The socketed bone points, all made from the distal ends of deer metapodial bones, have exact
counterparts to the east in the Lower Mississippi Valley and Louisiana coastal zone, where they are part
of the Tchefuncte culture assemblage (see Neuman 1984, plate 23; Weinstein 1986:112), which is dated
to the latter part of the last millennium B.C. and into the very early first millennium A.D. This artifact
type also is widely distributed in late Preceramic or Early Ceramic contexts in the upper Texas coast area.
Aten (1971:41-43) reported them from the Early Ceramic component at the Dow Cleaver Site (41B)35)
in the Brazos delta area, and from refuse assigned to the Clear Lake and Mayes Island Periods (A.D. 100-
600) at 41HR80 and 41HR85 in Harris County (Aten et al. 1976:39, 41). Other specimens have been
documented from Preceramic and Early Ceramic zones at 41HR50 (Ambler 1967:54) and 41CH13 (Ambler
1973:102). Aten (1983a:264) suggests that socketed bone points dropped out of upper coast assemblages
with the appearance of the bow and arrow after ca. A.D. 600.

The seven socketed bone points from Burial 10 (see representative examples in Figure 8.5) range
from 40 to 80 cm in length. All were made by removing the distal articular end of the bone, grinding the
medial shank to a point, and reaming out the distal end to facilitate insertion of a shaft, which presumably
was of wood. That a shaft was in fact inserted is indicated by the presence of asphaltum mastic on the
interior of all specimens. ‘

In addition to these points, the grave offerings also included four unworked distal sections of deer
metapodials (see example, Figure 8.5, B). Considering their association with the socketed points made of
the same bone element, these were probably blanks for the manufacture of new points. The placement
of raw material with the deceased for future use in some kind of aﬁerhfe is suggested by the presence of
these items.

Another item found with Burial 10 is a piece of pumice measuring 62 x 69 x 38 mm. Although
there is no apparent use-modification, this piece may have been placed in the grave for future use as an
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Figure 8.5. Artifacts associated with 1970s Burial 10. A, stemmed chert dart point; b, distal deer
metapodial (probably a blank for socketed bone point manufacture); c-f, examples of socketed deer
metapodial bone points. Note asphaltum on inside of d.
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abrader. As such, it might have been intended for use in working the deer metapodials into points.

Three other objects, one a modified deer ulna, the other two modified shells, complete the list of
offerings from Burial 10. The distal end of the deer ulna is cut and smoothed and is worked to a narrow
point on one side, possibly for use as a perforator. A complete valve of Atlantic cockle (Laevicardium
robustum) shell exhibits smoothing on one lateral edge, perhaps from use in scraping or abrading, A
complete valve of quahog shell (Mercenaria campechensis) shows similar edge modification, though it
consists of flaking of the shell edge rather than smoothing. This specimen too was clearly utilized, perhaps
also in scrapmg tasks.

In various attributes-- extended body position, headward orientation, kinds of grave goods-- Burial
10 is anomalous among the Mitchell Ridge burials. Combined with its age, which predates other burials
at the site by at least several hundred years, these anomalies strongly suggest that Burial 10 represents
a different mortuary tradition than the other burials at the site, as well as various burials documented at
other sites in the Galveston Bay area. Burial 10 is, in fact, similar in its extended body position, and
northeast headward orientation, to most of the burials in Group 2 at the Ernest Witte Site near the lower
Brazos River in Austin County, radiocarbon dated to ca. 500 B.C.-400 A.D. (Hall 1981, n.d.). Ina very
general sense, Burial 10 also resembles Late Archaic burials from the central coastal plain of Texas in
containing a relative abundance and variety of grave offerings (cf. Hall 1981, n.d.), though it does not
contain the %inds of items, such as boatstones and large whelk shell pendants, which are most diagnostic
of the Late Archiaic burials at sites such as Ernest Witte (FHall 1981), Crestmont (Vernon 1989; Hall n.d.)
and Albert George (Hall n.d.). Clearly, no firm conclusion concerning the larger cultural relationships of
mortuary patterns at Mitchell Ridge during the period of Burial 10 can be reached on the basis of the
evidence of this single interment. At the same time, it is apparent that this burial is (a) anomalous at the
site, (b) dates to a distinctly earlier time period than the rest of the burials at the site, (c) and shares some
basic attributes with contemporaneous burials at other locales on the Texas coastal plain. The available
data thus suggest broader affinities with a regional, Late Archaic mortuary tradition. And, whatever the
larger sociocultural linkages with such a tradition may have been, it is apparent that the burial patterns
at Mitchell Ridge changed by Late Prehistoric times, when nearly all buried individuals were headed
toward the west or southwest, and placed in flexed or semiflexed positions. The shift to flexed burials in
the Late Prehistoric is paralleled at Ernest Witte and other sites on the central coastal plain (see Hail
1981, n.d.; Huebner and Comuzzie 1992:11-15).

Burial 11

The remains of a juvenile individual of indeterminate sex, 6-10 years of age, were fou.nd in an
oblong pit measuring approximately 60 x 115 cm. The body was in a flexed position on the right side, w1th
the head oriented toward the west-southwest. No grave goods are documented for this burial.

Burials 12 and 13

These burials were both placed within a more or less oval pit measuring approximately 70 x 90 cm.
Burial 12 was an adolescent female 10-20 years of age, resting on the back in a semiflexed position, with
the right arm extended, parallel to the torso. Burial 13 was a juvenile of indeterminate sex, 2-6 years old,
also placed on the back in a semiflexed position. The head of both individuals was oriented toward the
west-northwest.

Two Scallorn arrowpoints, probably the cause of death, were associated with Burial 12. One of
the points was found near the lumbar vertebrae (Atkins n.d.). The other was found embedded in the third
lumbar vertebra during osteological analysis (see Powell report, Chapter 9 herein). This is the only
instance at Mitchell Ridge of projectile points associated with human skeletal remains in such a position
as to suggest violent death. This find is congruent with widespread evidence from prehistoric burials in
Texas for Scallorn arrowpoints as the cause of death, suggesting relatively intense and/or frequent
intergroup conflict ca. A.D. 700-1300, the period to which this arrowpoint type is thought to pertain (e.g.
Hall, n.d., Mokry n.d.)

The results of an AMS radiocarbon date on human longbone from Burial 12 are congruent with
presence of the Scallorn arrowpoints. The sample (Beta-58749) yielded a radiocarbon age, corrected for
13C, of 1200 +/-70 years B.P., which calibrates to a 2-sigma calendar date range of A.D. 690-958, with an
intercept at A.D. 872. A chronolegical placement in the Initial Late Prehistoric Period is indicated.
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Burials Excavated in 1992

During the course of the 1992 investigations, 22 burial pits were discovered, excavated and
documented. Ten burial pits were found in Area 1, one in Area 3, and 11 in Area 4. Fifteen, or 68% of
these burial features have been radiocarbon dated, giving a good representation of the chrounology of
burials at the site, from the Initial Late Prehistoric through the Early Historic Period (all but two assays
are on the collagen fraction of human bone; the two exceptions are on wood charcoal from discrete
concentrations within grave pits). A total of at least 38 individuals is represented by the human bone
elements from the 22 pits. In contrast to the findings made during the 1970s, which consisted almost
exclusively of primary interments, the burials excavated in 1992 present a range in the mode of burial.
Nineteen (50%) of the individuals were buried as primary interments, six (16%) were secondary
cremations, and 13 (34%) were secondary burials. The latter group is comprised of secondary interments
containing many or most of the bone elements of the individual, and a subset termed here "token burijals",
in which only a single bone element or one or two anatomical parts of the individual were intentionally
placed in a grave. The salient attributes of all burials excavated in 1992 are presented in Table 8.2.

Artifacts were recovered in association with many of the graves. Grave goods of native
manufacture include several kinds of shell ornaments, whistles (or so-called "flageolets”) made from
whooping crane ulnae, small clusters of pebbles and/or black drum molars possibly representing rattles,
lithic tools, bone and antler implements and one unusual object which was probably a shaman-curer’s
bloodletting tool. In graves of the Protohistoric and Early Historic Periods, items of non-native origin
include glass trade beads, a small spherical brass bell, a probable mirror fragment, and iron tool fragments.
These items are described and briefly discussed in the feature descriptions which follow. More detailed
consideration of the grave goods is presented in Chapter 11.

Area 1

Area 1 produced a discrete cluster of burials just above the 8-foot contour line (see Figure 8.6).
The remains of 13 individuals were found in 10 burial pits. Five individuals were primary interments, two
were secondary burials, four were secondary token burials and two were secondary cremations, In addition
to these, the incomplete skeletal elements of five individuals (4 adults, 1 juvenile) were collected from the
backdirt of the machine-dug pilot canal, which, it will be recalled from Chapter 5, had intruded into the
burial cluster when the presence of human bone was recognized and mechanical operations halted by The
Woodlands Corporation. There are, then, a total of 18 individuals represented in Area 1, all of which are
discussed in the report presented by Powell in the next chapter.

Since our purpose here is to describe archaeologically documented burials and their contents, only
the 10 burials found after cessation of machine operations are discussed in this chapter. These and all
other burials investigated in 1992 were located by defining pit outlines in the surface of the light colored,
sand/shell hash matrix into which burial pits had been dug. Because, prior to hand excavation, a given pit
could not be identified with certainty as a burial, possible burials were simply assigned feature numbers
within the numerical sequence used for all features, according to the order of their discovery.

Feature 92-1

This feature and one other, Feature 92-2, were assigned numbers upon initial examination of the
pilot canal, and prior to the development of plans for further excavations. The number "92" represents
1992, the year of discovery, and was used to distinguish these two burials from those excavated in the
1970s. Omnce it became apparent, upon consultation with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Galveston.
District, that extended investigations were to be carried out, additional features were numbered in order
of discovery. '

Feature 92-1 had been partially removed by dredging of the pilot canal, and was clearly visible in
cross-section in the north wall of the canal (Figure 8.7). The exposure, in which several human bone
elements were visible, showed the pit to have a U-shaped profile. The pit was clearly distinguishable from
the surrounding geologic matrix by virtue of the brown color or the fill. The pit was 68 cm across at the
surface of the geologic matrix, and had a depth of 456 cm below the surface of the matrix.
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