The Prehistory of South Texas

Thomas R. Hester

ABSTRACT

The prehistoric archeology of southern Texas is summarized in this paper. The region, often known as the
Rio Grande Plain, has a distinctive archeological record in terms of site use patterns and artifact types, From the
Palecindian through the Early Archaic, the cultural patterns of the area are part of broad phenomena crosscutting
this and other regions. With the Middle Archaic and Late Archaic, specific regional patterns can be seen; of
particular note are major cemetery sites and trade or interaction with other regions. During the Late Prehistoric,
regional patterns are present, and the Toyah horizon of Central Texas expands to encompass much of the area.
Protohistoric sites of the 16th and 17th centuries are also known, Much remains to be learned about South Texas
prehistory, since few sites have been excavated, tew radiocarbon dates exist, and specific theoretical goals have

not been made explicit,

INTRODUCTION

The southern Texas archeological area (Figure
1} has been the subject of synthesis in a book-
length treatment by Hester (1980), an overview of
the western Gulf coastal Plain (Story 1985), a paper
that dealt with both the interior and coastal portions
of this region (Black 1989}, and a regional synthesis
written in the context of the Loma Sandia (41LK28)
analysis (Black 1995). The present paper focuses
on the interior of the region, usually referred to as
the Rig Grande Plain, the Nueces Plain, or the South
Texas Plains. The northern boundary can be placed
at the Balcones Escarpment, the western edge set
artificially at the Rio Grande, the northeastern
boundary in the Guadalupe-San Antonio rivers
drainage system, the eastern boundary at the
juncture with the coastal bend, some 50-65 km
inland from the modern Gulf of Mexico shoreline,
and south, at the mouth of the Rio Grande. Black
(1989:Figure 19) noted five “biogeographical areas™
in the region: the Rio Grande Plain, the Rio Grande
Delta, the Nueces-Guadalupe Plain, the Sand Sheet,
and the Coastal Bend. As noted above, T will not
deal with the coastal bend region in this present
synthesis (see Ricklis, this volume). Another
suggested set of subdivisions for this region was
proposed in the first South Texas Archeological
Palaver in 1988. The “South Texas Planning
Region” was divided into the Middle Nueces Zone,
the Brasada (McGraw et al. 1987), the Sand Sheet,

and the Rio Bravo corridor encompassing the
archeclogy of both sides of the Rie Grande. This
particular configuration did not include the Rio
Grande delta, leaving it as part of the coastal strip
extending up the coast from Brownsville.

The earlier syntheses have summarized vari-
ous facets of the ecology of the South Texas region
(see also Jurgens 1980). Hester (1981) has noted
the variation in plant and water resources across the
region, distinguishing between “high density” (re-
source) areas and those of “low density.” These
manifest different archeological records.

The difficulty in describing, in any detail, the
hydrology, vegetation, and fauna of the region
results from wholesale modification of the Scouth
Texas environment during the Historic era, Hester
(1980) has outlined these, as has Hall (1985; see
also Hall et al. 1982, 1986). The principal changes
can be briefly summarized here. First, the mesquite
and other thomy shrubs that dominate the “Brush
Country” today spread (or at least increased in
density) within Historic times (e.g., Fisher
1977:183; Doughty 1983:122-123). However,
mesquite was clearly present in riverine zones as
early as 6000 B.P. This is based on wood species
identification of hearth charcoal done by Holloway
(1986); Jurgens (1980) suggests that the typical
riverine environmental pattern in that area today
was in place by 300 B.C. There is considerable
debate in the literature over the extent of mesquite
on the Rio Grande Plain, based on early Historic
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Figure 1. Map of Southern Texas, With Locations of Key Sites and Areas
Mentionedinthe Text: 1, Loma Sandia (411.LK28); 2, 41LK31/32; 3,411LK201;
4, 41LKS51; 5, 41LK67; 6, 41MC222; 7, 41LK106; 8, proposed Cuero
Reservoir; 9, 41VT17; 10, 41VT135; 11, J-2 Ranch site (41VT6); 12, Berger
Bluff (41GD30); 13, Blue Bayou (41VT94); 14, River Spur (41VT112}); 15,
Hinojosa (41JW8); 16, Floyd Morris (41CF3); 17, Ayala (41HG1); 18,
41WY40; 19, 41WY42; 20, Coleto Creek; 21, Berclair (41GD4); 22, Berclair
Terrace {Buckner Ranch); 23, Falcon Reservoir area (includes 41ZP83 and
41SR174); 24, Duval County area; 25, Laredo area; 26, 41TWB56; 27,
Chaparrosa Ranch (41ZV10 and Mariposa [412V83]), 28, East Chacon
survey; 29, 41ZV37; 30, 41ZV155; 31, 41ME34; 32, 41ME19; 33, proposed
Applewhite Reservoir {includes 4 1BX831); 34, 41ZV263; 35, 41BX228; 36,
St. Mary's Hall (41BX229); 37, Pavo Real (41BX52); 38, Shrew site
(41TWN73); 39, Guerrcro, Coahuila missions; 40, 41ATI111; 41, 41BXI; 42,
Lake Corpus Christi area; 43, Haiduk site (41KA23),

Carrizo Creek (Dimmit County
[Brune 1981:165-166]).

The animal population has
also been significantly altered.
Gone are the bison, pronghorn,
bear, wolf, and jaguar (Doughty
1983:76) that were present in
southern Texas up to the
beginning of the 20th century
(Doughty 1983:54), Added to the
species list is armadillo {in the
19th century) and javelina; the
latter apparently first appeared ca.
A.D. 1400 (e.g., at site 41MC222
[Hall et al. 1986:215]), but began
to flourish in the 18th century,
based on faunal records from
Spanish Colonial missions {(e.g.,
Davidson and Valdez 1976).
Except for Late Prehistoric sites,
faunal preservation is often poor
in South Texas. Steele and Hunter
(1986) provides a faunal study
from three Choke Canyon sites
that looks at diet, hunting patterns,
and environmental reconstruction,
topics not easily dealt with in
most faunal assemblages
elsewhere in the region.

One aspect of long-term envi-
ronmental change on the Rio
Grande Plain has been the move-
ment of stream channels through
time. Rivers like the Nueces and
the Frio, and their major tributar-
ies, have often cut widely across
their valleys, creating a dendritic
pattern. Some channels can be
traced and roughly dated by ar-
cheological remains on their
banks (e.g., at Chaparrosa Ranch

accounts. Some report vast grasslands, while others
note that mesquite was rather widely distributed
{e.g., Inglis 1964; Lehmann 1984; Weniger 1984).
Various factors contributed to the spread of
mesquite, especially overgrazing and the lowering
of the water table. The latter was aggravated with
20th century deep well irrigation. This had the effect
of drying up springs that had fed perennial streams,
perhaps for millenia. A county park with abandoned
bath houses sits, like ancient ruins, adjacent to a
19205 swimming hole, on formerly spring-fed

[Hester 1978al). In the Choke Canyon Project, Bun-
ker (1982) studied in detail the movements of the
Frio River, and in their unpublished manuscript on
the East Chacon Project (Zavala and Uvalde coun-
ties), McGraw and Knepper (1983) have proposed
shifts in the Nueces River channel since Late Pleis-
tocene times, as well as in its tributaries in their
study area.

South Texas archeology is beginning to ben-
efit from geomorphological research, especially in
the terraces along the Rio Grande (Collins 1991)



and in the Rio Grande Delta (Collins et al. 1989).
Other studies were also carried out at Choke Can-
von (Bunker 1982) and Loma Sandia (Holliday
1995), but much remains to be done across the
1egion.

Evidence of climatic change in the region is
also hard to obtain. Robinson (1982) used phytolith
data from Choke Canyon Reservoir to offer a pat-
tern of short vs. tall-grass occurrence through time,
pethaps reflecting alternating wet and dry episodes.
While tree-ring coring has helped to give drought
histories for part of Texas since 1698 (Stahle and
Cleaveland 1988), this has had only preliminary
application in South Texas (Gunn 1985).

The history of archeology in southern Texas
has been reviewed in detail by Mallouf et al.
{1977), and most recently by Black (1989:40-44).
In essence, little work was done in the region prior
to the late 1960s. Since that time, a number of im-
portant sites have been excavated (e.g., Montgom-
ery 1978; Highley 1986; Black 1986), a major
reservoir study was carried out at Choke Canyon
{Live Oak and McMullen counties) providing 12
volumes on the prehistory, history, and
ethnohistory of that area, a number of cultural re-
source management surveys {and occasionally, test
excavations) have been done (including a large-
scale survey of the proposed Cuero [ reservoir [Fox
et al. 1974]), and site reports and artifact distribu-
tional studies have been reported in the pages of
La Tierra, the quarterly journal of the Southern
Texas Archaeological Association. A series of
major surveys, archival studies, and excavations
have also taken place along the Medina River in
southern Bexar County at the locus of the proposed
Applewhite Reservoir (McGraw and Hindes 1987,
Thoms 1992). This study area is on the northern
periphery of southern Texas, as were the excava-
tions at 41ME34 to the west (Hester 1990a). How-
ever, both have chronological data that help to
build on the cultural-historical framework of south-
ern Texas.

The native peoples of southern Texas are tra-
ditionally labeled as “Coahuiltecans” (Newcomb
1961). However, they included Coahuilteco speak-
ers (Johnson and Campbell 1992), and groups that
spoke perhaps six other languages (Goddard 1979)
and a language known as Sanan, recently published
by Johnson and Campbell (1992). The South Texas
hunting and gathering lifeways are hard to recon-
struct from Spanish documents. The descriptions
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by Newcomb (1961) provide a general view of
their existence, but for more details, the studies by
Campbell, gathered in a volume in 1988, are highly
recommended. The Indians of the Rio Grande delta
have been studied by Salinas (1990}, and McGraw
et al. (1991) have shed new light on a number of
South Texas groups encountered by the Spanish
along the Camino Real and related early trails. The
native peoples became culturally extinct in the 18th
century (Hester 1989a) as a result of Spanish-in-
troduced diseases, raiding by Apaches and
Comanches, the Spanish missionization process,
and acculturated new lives as farmers. After the
missions were secularized in 1794, many of these
lost their lands to “avaricious townspeople” as at
San Antonio de Valero (Almaraz 1989:38-39; de
la Teja 1995).

THE NATURE OF THE SOUTH TEXAS
ARCHEOLOGICAL RECORD

Evidence of human occupation in southern
Texas is extremely abundant, yet has proven quite
challenging in terms of dating and interpretation,
Open occupation sites dominate the site types, usu-
ally found to be heavily eroded, with abundant sur-
face debris such as chert flakes, land snails, mussel
shells, scattered hearthstones, and eroding hearths.
For a detailed discussion of South Texas site types
and features within sites (e.g., lithic caches, hearths,
pits, bone clusters, and activity areas), see Black
(1989:46-48).

These sites have been a boon for artifact-col-
lectors, since large numbers of projectile points are
deflated onto a common surface. It is not uncom-
mon for South Texas projectile point collections to
range into the many thousands of specimens. Thus,
“arrowhead collecting” is a popular pastime, as this
author found beginning around age 7! Today, much
of the ranchland is leased for hunting, and “arrow-
head collecting” is often featured in urban sports
pages as an activity to while away the time during
deer-hunting. This results in large numbers of pro-
jectile points being indiscriminately collected and
“exported” to Houston, San Antonio, and beyond
by hunters. Of course, local collectors have been
active for decades; Shafer and Baxter (1975) point
to the absence of points at surface localities in a
McMullen County study area (see also Robinson et
al. 1992).
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The South Texas open camp sites are very
difficult to excavate. Unlike Central Texas camp
sites where cultural debris is often concentrated in
a small area, and where a few test pits can provide
chronological information, the typical streamside
South Texas open site is really an “occupation zone™
{Hester 1981)—long, narrow strips of occupation.
Excavations will detect components of different age
in horizontally-separated parts of the site, seldom
overlapping to any great extent. The task of exca-
vating these kinds of sites was evident at Choke
Canyon where small test pits yielded little, and our
strategy of open, block excavations (Figures 2-3)
improved both recovery and studies of horizontal
patterning (supplemented by machine-stripping; see
Brown et al. 1982) but they produced far less data
than we had expected (Hester 1986a). The same is
true for sites on Chaparrosa Ranch, again where
block excavations failed to yield little beyond scat-
tered hearths and occasional diagnostics (Hester
1978a; Montgomery 1978). This is not to say that
such occupation zones are insignificant and not
worthy of excavation. Rather, we have to think in
terms of larger blocks and the use of backhoes and
geomorphological input for planning excavation
placement. By contrast, Late Prehistoric sites in
southern Texas are often dense concentrations of

features, faunal remains and artifacts, and have been
productively studied through the use of block exca-
vations (Black 1986; Highley 1986).

Another common type of site is related to lithic
procurement. On the high terraces of the Nueces-
Frio drainage systems, Uvalde gravels are exten-
sively exposed. Here, one finds loci of tested cobbles,
debitage, and bifaces abandoned during reduction
(Hester 1975a). In the Duval County area, Chandler
and Lopez (1992) report an outcrop of quartz arenite
{Goliad formation) used by Archaic knappers. Along
the Rio Grande in the Laredo region, Warren (1989)
has reported “lithic reduction sites” in the uplands,
along with larger “lithic procurement/quarry sites”
that cover up to 1500 acres (see also Miller 1995).
Near the Rio Grande, multi-colored Rio Grande
gravels are reduced. Such sites in South Texas have
not been adequately studied; indeed, sometimes they
are not even given site numbers due to their broad
horizontal extent {cf. Warren 1989). I would argue,
however, that much more could be done with them,
especially in terms of defining local lithic reduction
sequences {Hester 1975a; Kotter 1980). They should
not be ignored or dismissed as unimportant by cul-
tural resource management Surveys.

Temporary campsites are often found in the
uplands or along high terraces. Characterized by a
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Figure 2. Excavation at Site 4 1LK67, Choke Canyon Reservoir, Southern Texas: a, view of portion of block excavation
(1 x 1 meter squares); b, plan of features exposed during excavation (Brown et al. 1982:109).
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Cemetery sites are present
in southern Texas, and are
rather common in the coastal
bend. The Loma Sandia site
{41LK28 [Taylor and Highley
1995]) is the best known, hav-
ing yielded a large number of
burials with associated mor-
tuary caches. Loma Sandia
once appeared to be anoma-
lous, with its concentration of
burials and numercus grave
goods. Now, we know of two
or more such cemeteries in the
Falcon Reservoir area of
South Texas and adjacent
northeastern Mexico, again

Figure 3. Block Excavation at 41LK201. Partial view showing Toyah horizon ~ With many burials and grave

artifacts pedestaled in situ. Courtesy of News and Information, The University of goods para.lleling those of
Texas at San Antonio. Loma Sandia. Unfortunately,

lack of enforcement of antig-
uities laws and treaties have
few hearths or scattered burned rock, flakes and an left these Falcon sites to the mercies of collectors
occasional diagnostic, they are clearly an important  and looters, and only a couple of devoted
part of regional settlement patterns, albeit of  avocational archeologists have made the effort to
speculative function at this time. Warren
(1989) also notes “intermediate campsites,”
which based on his definition appear to
represent similar short-term activities.
Deeply stratified open campsites do
occur in southern Texas. Excavations at
411.K31/32 at Choke Canyon provide one
example (Figure 4; Scott 1982) While little
could be contributed to regional culture
history at this site, it did yield abundant data
on infrasite activities (i.e., a chert-reduction
area, and concentrations of mussel and fish
remains) and large, well preserved hearths
with abundant charcoal for both dating and
wood species identification. Such stratified
sites also occur in the middle Guadalupe
River drainage, including Johnston-Heller
(Birmingham and Hester 1976), Willeke
(41VT17), and Berger Bluff (41GD30, on
Coleto Creek). To date, only Berger Bluff
has been partially excavated (D. Brown

1983; K. Brown 1987, n.d.). I have also seen Figure 4. Deeply Buried Occupations at Site 411.K31/32, Choke

stratified sites at the mouths of major creeks Canyon Reservoir Project. One occupation level, represented
emptylng into the Rio Grande in Webb by hearth in profile, dates to ca. 2400 B.C. Earliest occupation
County; no excavations have been done at is at the base (note the shell accumulation), at ca. 3400 B.C.

these. From Hester (1980:Figure 4.30).
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document and scientifically record these burials,
This fiasco at Falcon, during low-water episodes in
the 1980s and 1990s, is evidence of the failure of
the International Boundary and Water Commission
to live up to its responsibility (o protect archeologi-
cal sites (although one minor survey was done by
O’ Neill et al. [1992]) on both sides of this reser-
voir. None of these kinds of sites were detected by
the limited Falcon Reservoir salvage efforts in the
early 1950s (e.g., Cason 1952), and despite state
and federal laws, and international treaties, motor-
boat looters have largely erased a critical archeo-
logical record.

Other burial sites have been documented in
recent years. These include the Haiduk burial
(Mitchell et al. 1984), with Late Archaic diagnos-
tics at a site in Karnes County; several disturbed
burials at the Shrew site (Labadie 1988); a burial in
Lavaca County (Hester 1994a) with an associated
(Gahagan biface, reflecting trade with East or south-
eastern Texas; and a Late Prehistoric burial in Frio
County (Hester et al. 1993} with an associated
Scallorn arrow point. One burial salvaged by James
B. Boyd at Falcon Reservoir had a Caracara point
(Saunders and Hester 1993; Turner and Hester 1993)
deeply embedded in a vertebra; other burials in that
area have also yielded Caracara points as mortuary

inclusions. We are awaiting radiocarbon dates to
help place this point type, and these burials, in the
appropriate temporal niche within the Late Prehis-
toric. Stable isotope studies, designed to reveal di-
etary information, have also been undertaken by
Jeffery Huebner.

Sites with rock art are extremely rare in south-
emn Texas. Overhangs with pictographs are known
from Webb County (e.g., Hester 1986b; see Figure
5}, and James B. Boyd has photodocumented sev-
eral pictograph sites on the Mexican side of the Rio
Grande in the Falcon Reservoir area. A major
petroglyph site known as the Fronton de Piedras
Pintas (Morales 1983) lies about 50 km from the
border near Paras, Nuevo Leon; it has been visited
in recent years by Rose Trevino (Laredo), who has
extensive photographic records from the site. Other
pictograph sites are known to oceur in overhangs or
on bluffs along the Nueces River between Uvalde
and La Pryor (e.g., the Bee Bluff pictograph and
petroglyph site reported by Ray Smith, perscnal
communication, 1987, records on file at TARL). A
petroglyph site is also reported by Smith east of
Uvalde, just south of the Balcones Escarpment.

At several sites, painted pebbles have been
found. These are thought of as typical of Lower
Pecos rockshelters (Shafer 1986). However, a

ROCK. ART PANEL
4| WB 56

Figure 5. Pictograph Panel at Site 41WB56, Webb County. Note legend regarding colors of the rock art. Drawn by
Kathy B. Roemer (from Hester 1988:Figure !). Courtesy of Southern Texas Archaeological Association.



Figure 6. Painted Pcbble from Zavala County, Various views
are shown,; painting is in red. Drawing by Richard McReynolds,

Courtesy of H. Ray Smith.

number have now been documented at sites on the
coastal plain in southern Uvalde and northern Zavala
Counttes (Figure 6; Hester 1977a; Ray Smith,
personal communication, 1987; records on file at
TARL). The date(s) of the rock art sites or the
painted pebbles is unknown.

As the South Texas archeological record van-
ishes, from natural erosion, reservoir projects, ur-
ban expansion, relic-collecting, and hobbyist
activities, there is a special need to document col-
lections as thoroughly as possible. The members of
the Southern Texas Archaeological Association, es-
pecially C. K. Chandler, William W. Birmingham,
E. H. Schmiedlin, Jimmy L. Mitchell, and others
{who have documented, for example, the Bromley
Cooper collection in a series of papers) are to be
commended for their efforts, Others, like James B.
Boyd, are recording and documenting sites and ar-
tifacts with great precision, and are openly sharing
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these data with professional archeologists. This
effort needs to be greatly intensified. Unfortu-
nately, there is the erroneous belief among many
collectors in the region that professionals can
“confiscate” their collections; this is patently un-
true, but can restrict documentation tasks. Land-
owners such as Radcliffe Killam of Laredo have
made collections available for documentation
(Bettis 1994), while some families have donated
major collections for long-term curation and re-
search (e.g., at TARL, the Bromley Cooper and
Dr. Pat Riley collections). This is to be espe-
cially encouraged.

CULTURAL-HISTORICAL
FRAMEWORK

The characteristics of the South Texas ar-
cheological record, and the comparative lack of
intensive excavations, all contribute to a chro-
nology that remains poorly known. Johnson and
Goode (1994) have recently offered a revised
chronology for the central part of Texas, derived
from more than 70 years of excavations and
recent major research efforts that have yielded
better stratigraphic and radiocarbon ages. Un-
fortunately, this cannot be done for southern
Texas, nor can we fine-tune the chronology as
they have done for Central Texas. What can be
presently offered is a general framework for the
Paleoindian, Archaic, Late Prehistoric, and
Protohistoric periods. Qur knowledge of the culture
history is improving, both through field and labora-
tory research and by cross-dating artifact types with
other areas, and specific examples are given here.
However, we still have to rely on the basic chrono-
logical divisions provided by Hall et al. (1986) and
by Black (1989).

Paleoindian

It has long been known that fluted points of
the Clovis and Folsom types occur in South Texas
(Hester 1968, 1977b). The presence of Clovis (Fig-
ure 7) suggests that the earliest occupation begins
around 11,200 years ago.

In the case of both of these types, intensified
collection documentation in South Texas has pro-
vided much additional information on their distri-
buticn and their variability in morphology and raw






