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)






