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Foreword


One of the biggest problems facing archaeology today is that most people simply don’t realize that archaeological projects are going on in their own communities, quite literally at times underfoot. This is pretty ironic given that we’ve witnessed a nearly exponential growth in the amount of fieldwork undertaken around the country (and in our own backyards) over the last thirty years.


A major part of this problem is that archaeologists mostly write books and articles geared towards the interests of their peers, or within the bounds of management reports. So unfortunately, writing for the public often takes a back seat, due to a lack of funding or the time to write for general audiences.


Digging Up Texas is a big step in the right direction. Robert Marcom covers the entire story of the peoples and cultures of Texas, from hunter-gatherers chasing bison into arroyos over 10,000 years ago, to the Caddo establishing villages across East Texas during the last millennium, and to the relatively recent immigration of pesky Europeans and Americans. Few books attempt to integrate the complete history of the state in one place—but seen together here—the past comes alive as a vivid and exciting story, 500 generations in the making.


As well, the author rightfully points to the vast knowledge that devoted amateur archaeologists have contributed to the discipline through volunteering both their time and expertise. As an example, the annual Texas Archeological Society (TAS) field school continues to serve as one of the premier archaeological institutions in the country, weaving professionals and amateurs together on exciting research projects. The author shows that anyone with a passing interest can join along in this pursuit of the past.


Because public education is critical to the survival and future success of archaeology, books like Digging Up Texas will continue to bring new friends and faces to the field, motivating future generations of Texans to study and preserve the heritage of all the former residents of their state. Marcom is to be commended for gathering this fascinating story from the dusty pages of archaeological reports, providing a book that the general public will surely enjoy.


Jason M. LaBelle
Ph.D. candidate, Department of Anthropology
Southern Methodist University
Dallas, Texas





Introduction


The tightly packed shell midden, a platform of shells and debris on which Native Americans had lived, was more than 2,000 years old. My wife, Ruth, and I were employed by a contract archaeology company to excavate the midden and learn as much about these people as possible. The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers would soon build levees that would flood the area, and we had little time in which to glean whatever we could from the remains of this ancient camp.


Ruth and I arrived with the rest of the crew on swamp boats that morning. She was part of the survey crew and busied herself with assembling the transit, the surveying rod, and other equipment. I helped unload the screens with which we would wash and sort everything that came out of the dig. When the surveying was complete, we would be able to decide the placement and dimensions of the “units.” Then we could dig.


These prehistoric people had lived on the mainland, but they visited these islands. They collected clams and oysters, plentiful in the northern end of Galveston Bay. We might find shell tools, arrowheads, or personal decorations made from bone, shells, ceramic clay, and any other material available to a poor, hard-working tribe of Native Americans. Our work might add precious bits of knowledge about them and their lives.


Archaeology—the work is hard, the mosquitoes voracious, and the hours long. Only the excitement of discovery and a reverence for those human beings and their ways of life would suffice to enable us to bear the discomforts. But for us, those incentives are sufficient. I write this for those readers who would like to share the excitement. I dedicate it to the volunteers, known as avocational archaeologists, and to the professionals both of whom go home bone weary and intellectually rewarded.


Landowners in Texas deserve a special word of thanks, as well. Most archaeological sites in Texas are located on private land. The vast majority of cultural information gained from archaeology in the state of Texas comes through the generosity and understanding of the owners of the land on which sites are found. Myths abound among those landowners who are not educated in the laws and statutes of Texas. The myth, for instance, that land can somehow become public domain because it contains artifacts is one of many reasons sites go unreported. Archaeologists, and all the Texans who appreciate the archaeological heritage of our state, owe a debt to those owners who educate themselves and tolerate the eager intrusion on their property and privacy in order to expand knowledge of those who preceded us in Texas.


The purpose of this book is to inform and titillate: If you are one who has said you would like to learn something about archaeology, or even experience a dig, then this book is written for you. If you are interested in ancient Texas, historic or prehistoric, I hope to entice you with an incentive to learn more through study and participation. The emphasis here is on avocational archaeology (amateur association with professional archaeology) because that is the more common level of participation. You may find this book useful, as well, if you contemplate a professional career. The work described at the various sites detailed here is mostly the result of both professionals and avocationalists. Most of the professionals quoted herein readily acknowledge the avocational archaeologist as a valuable member of the archaeological community.





Chapter One



Past Life ways,
Texas Style


Archaeology! What magic the word has. It conjures images of daring adventurers hacking their way through dense jungle, seeking the Lost Jewel of Mumbo Jumbo. In truth, the science and craft of the archaeologist is not usually so dramatic as searching out a lost jewel or golden statue, but it can be every bit as interesting and far more significant.


The lands of Texas have a long history of occupation by a great variety of people. Those people brought with them their societies. They founded cultures here at least 13,000 years ago. The science of archaeology studies the artifacts of those societies and cultures, and of the succeeding cultures of people who made their homes and livelihoods in a given place.


Nothing could be more fascinating than the sweep and panorama offered by the lives of those first “Texans.” Descended from paleolithic Asian people, they migrated from Asian steppes, across the Bering Straits; or they possibly arrived on the shores of North America after perilous voyages in canoes. They would have hopped from frigid island to island, and from beach to beach, for thousands of miles. Populations increased in those bountiful northern lands, forcing their children south. In time they came to settle on the fertile high plains around the Canadian River in the area now called the Texas Panhandle, hunting the great Bison antiquus, and mammoths, evolving strategies for living prosperously in a new world.


Beginning with Chapter Two, the evidence of those paleolithic (old stone-age) people is examined. They hunted now-extinct species of animals for which human beings were a new and unexpected threat. Those early Texans found them a ready larder until the animals disappeared. Mammoth, mastodon, prehistoric horses, and other prey animals browsed the steppes and plains of Panhandle Texas, and until human beings came on the scene, they had only the saber-toothed cat and lesser predators to fear. According to the traditional interpretation, once they disappeared, the ancient Native Americans turned to other, smaller game. The atlatl (pronounced at-LAT-tull), a short spear thrown with a throwing stick, increased the range of their spears, and the paleolithic people learned to hunt the now wary game efficiently. They learned to domesticate crops and gathered plants and minerals, which they traded with other people for goods and materials they did not have. They evolved cultures that adapted to each new circumstance in a changing environment. Ice-age glaciers receded, leading to a warmer climate, and the cold steppes became warm, grassy plains. The plains cultures invented the bow and arrow, pottery and weaving, and were fully developed by the time the first escaped Spanish horses were captured.


Chapter Seven details the evidence for the impact of the early colonization by the Europeans. Both the French and Spanish made inroads into Texas and met Native Americans who made their homes in Texas. The explorers found them everywhere, from the East Texas woodlands, to the coastal plains, bays, and beaches, to the far western deserts and the Texas hill country. Every kind of Texas countryside had its complement of Native Americans, each with their own society and survival strategies.


To this, the Spanish, French, English, and later, the Norte Americanos, added their own lifeways. European-style villages, towns, and cities intruded on and co-opted older Native American villages. Farms and ranches replaced the open plains, forests, and fields. Domestic cattle and horses replaced the gigantic buffalo herds. Each society of humans left its own artifacts and evidence behind. The delightful job of the archaeologist is to discover as much as possible about these people—their epic struggles and their determined persistence.
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Quite apart from the cocktail party version of archaeology, the real thing is done in the dirt, outside, and in all kinds of weather. It almost never involves quantities of precious metals or jewels, and it always destroys the object of its investigation: the site that is excavated. Archaeological excavations are ideally done by professional people with a commitment to scientific principles. The archaeology professional has a university-level education that includes academic instruction and field experience. The archaeologist in charge will usually have advanced degrees and considerable experience in one or more specialty areas of the discipline.


Archaeology is the study of artifacts, traces, and material remains in order to understand lives and cultures of people. The artifacts of the many peoples of Texas include practically the entire tool and implement assemblage of ancient and historic human beings. Simple cobble tools and digging sticks, napped chert (the same material as flint)—from the crudest forms to some of the most elegant in the world—copper and turquoise jewelry, finely decorated clothing, and most every variety of firearms, European precious metals, coins, ships, furniture . . . the list is nearly endless.


Different philosophies approach archaeology in different ways, and we will discuss some of these approaches in detail later in this book. It may be helpful to preview the different approaches here in order to provide some context. (Note: the spelling of archeology versus archaeology will appear interchangeably in this book. Both are correct and the spelling may change according to the different persons quoted, or according to the official titles of organizations cited.)


Classical Archaeology


This is the approach with which most people are familiar. The earliest classical archaeologists were confronted with ancient monumental remains for which they had no history. Pyramids in Egypt intrigued the military forces of Napoleon Bonaparte in the eighteenth century. Ruins of giant buildings and step-pyramids for which the Spanish conquistadores could see no explanation dotted the conquered lands.


The monumental architecture is usually associated with societies that ended hundreds or even thousands of years before their discovery. The great buildings and monuments were often built by monarchs, pharaohs, or religious leaders for their individual purposes, now obscured by passage of time.


The purpose of classical archaeology is to take the information gleaned from these remains of long extinct cultures and societies and “paint in” the missing historical past. The archaeologist may use historical documents, inscriptions, and historical concepts in order to frame an investigation. Archaeology is seen, in this view, as an adjunct to the field of ancient history. This view of the study of archaeology is commonly taught in European colleges and universities. The Mayan and Aztecan ruins found in Central America have often been excavated utilizing classical techniques.



Anthropological Archaeology


In this philosophical understanding, artifacts and remains are studied in the context of culture. Societies of the past are analyzed through the cultural patterns that are demonstrated by inscriptions, writings, architecture, and physical remains. Areas of study may include linguistics, physical anthropology, statistics, and probability, as well as the traditional areas of artifact analysis.


The primary purpose of anthropology is the comparative study of human cultures and societies. The common method for reporting on these differences is the ethnography: a formal academic system of observations that account for difference in methods each culture uses to accomplish the tasks and duties all people have in common—eating and procuring food, dealing with dangers to the social group, living arrangements, mating and raising children, growing old, infirmity, disease, warfare, and leadership, to name a few.


Anthropological archaeology begins from an assumption that people, in the past, used similar methods for solving problems and creating social structure as do contemporary cultures. The anthropological archaeologist forms hypotheses and null hypotheses based on anthropologically valid concepts.


Historical Archaeology


Despite the implications of its title, this field of archaeology is actually a subset of anthropological archaeology. Historical archaeologists study the artifacts and societal remains of record-keeping cultures. Findings may then be analyzed in order to illuminate the facts underlying interpretations of historical cultures.



Biblical Archaeology


This field of study borrows from both classical and historical areas of study. The context of archaeological inquiry is usually text from the Judeo-Christian Holy Bible. The investigations may be begun with the intention of questioning, or with the idea of confirming the biblical text. In that sense, it is rather like classical archaeology. The artifacts and remains may also be studied in an investigation of cultural and societal relationships and resources. The result will be interpreted to better understand the lifeways of the population. In that sense, it would be similar to historical archaeology.


“Indiana Jones” Archaeology


This is the romantic view of archaeology engendered and perpetuated by popular fiction. In this type of archaeology, the hero/heroine braves exotic dangers, cheating death at every turn, in order to find fabulously valuable artifacts before the bad guys/gals can do so. The result of this adventure is often wealth, fame, and marital union with the co-star.


Professional archaeologists have a name for Indiana Jones archaeologists. They are termed “pot hunters.” By pillaging artifacts, the Joneses destroy any value those artifacts may have in terms of contributing to scientific knowledge and understanding. Local governments pass laws against this sort of enterprise. Governments often have another name for the Joneses. They may call them robbers, plunderers, despoilers, or thieves.


Avocational Archaeology


Those who love the past and seek to understand the human heritage are often drawn to the subject of archaeology. Many are content with reading about it and viewing exhibits or interpretive sites. Others need to participate; they seek out archaeological associations in their area and join them. They take advantage of opportunities to participate in digs and to learn the processes and techniques of archaeological study.


The avocational archaeologist may come to the field with no experience or formal education, but they often gain both. Archaeological associations offer education through seminars, speakers at their meetings, and information on local college classes. Experience may be gained through active participation in excavations and laboratory field schools.


What avocational archaeology is not is artifact hunting, self-supervised excavation, arrowhead collecting, or purchasing artifacts on the open market. None of these activities further humanity’s knowledge of past lives and human endeavor. All of these activities are used for personal acquisition at the expense of understanding our archaeological heritage.


While it can be quite fulfilling and personally gratifying to find a beautifully flaked biface and to show it off to your friends, or to display the frame of an old pistol recovered from a battle site, the information these wonderful artifacts might have yielded to trained investigators is lost forever. Avocational archaeologists understand that the personal satisfaction gained is not worth the loss to human knowledge.


Principles and Process


The purpose of this book is to survey the archaeological sites of Texas from an avocational perspective and learn of the many peoples and their lifeways: their social, cultural, behavioral, and occupational activities. It is not the purpose to teach archaeology here. There are many who are more qualified and capable of imparting a fine education in the science and techniques that an archaeologist requires for plying the profession. Instead, I hope to share with the layperson the excitement and wonder inspired by the tools, dwellings, personal effects, and trash left behind by other people, in other times.


While it is beyond the scope of this book to attempt a complete understanding of the underpinnings of archaeological science, a certain familiarity with the underlying principles will help the reader to understand some of the processes and conclusions discussed here. Archaeologists make certain assumptions, sometimes called first principles, upon which they build. They are often simple in their conception and may even seem completely obvious, until one remembers that these principles have not always been in existence. If the discussion of these principles and the resulting tools and techniques are not of interest, this would be the place to skip ahead to the next chapter.


Principle of Superposition


When materials are deposited, the law of gravity will dictate that the younger material lands on top of the older material. This leads to layers of materials, called strata. The layers are interpreted as the stratigraphy (arrangement by layers) of the site.


My finest moment of epiphany for this principle occurred during a “dig” (archaeological excavation) at the old Levi Jordan plantation site. The plantation offered a unique opportunity for archaeologist and professor Dr. Kenneth Brown to design a scientific plan for the excavation of a group of slaves’ quarters and outbuildings that had never been disturbed. According to the common understanding, the ex-slaves, now freed by the Civil War, were driven from the site without any of their belongings except those they could carry.


My appreciation of superposition came when I excavated a unit (a measured and surveyed square to be excavated) that contained, in progressive layers:


• Hand-made fired brick from the estate kilns


• Chicken bones


• Fork and spoon


• Tin plate


• Nails and unrecognizable iron strapping


• The debris pattern formed by the pattern of the room’s floorboards.


Principle of Uniformity


This idea, borrowed from geology, is that processes of the ancient past are consistent with or “uniform” with processes of the present time. Some processes are so basic to human needs that they must contain uniformity.


Perhaps my most noteworthy moment of appreciation in regard to cultural uniformity came when I toured a dig on the Mediterranean Sea. The site was the Roman city of Caesarea Maritima in Israel. The first impression I gleaned from the arrangement of shops, restaurants, and homes was that the feel was similar to that of any nearby village.


Cultural uniformity implies that later cultures that are descended from, and related to, earlier cultures will conserve elements of the culture of their ancestors. Inheritance is a special relationship among human societies. We have some excellent models of cultural uniformity in the recorded histories of the dynasties of ancient Egypt and Rome, as well as in more modern cultures such as those of Western Europeans. Attitudes, implements, social values, and relationships may be uniquely characteristic of each one and different from most of the others.



The Scientific Principle


The scientific process is based in a principle that assumes that all processes in nature can be discovered, and that those processes can be reproduced. This principle is a foundational concept for anthropological archaeology. Much of the science for an investigation takes place in the laboratory.


Archaeologists may supplement, confirm, and discover evidence of relationships and technologies by use of scientific laboratory investigation. Often pottery fragments spread over many layers of deposit can be linked by chemical analysis to a single source of clay.


Artifacts may be subjected to chemical analysis in order to date origin and use. Radiological carbon dating, dendrochronology, type analyses, description, and cataloging are all done in the archaeological lab. The patterns of distribution and context will be carefully analyzed and combined with the laboratory evidence to enable an interpretation. This careful investigation of the evidence is framed by the archaeologist in her/his original hypothesis: a statement of what the site is expected to reveal.


A hypothesis is always balanced by at least one statement that, if true, disproves the hypothesis. This opposing idea is called the null hypothesis. No conclusion is accepted without a sincere effort having been made to disprove it.
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The well-prepared archaeologist needs skills and general knowledge of a wide variety of topics in order to understand the facts that artifacts represent. Knowledge from the disciplines of chemistry, geology, biology, botany, physics, anthropology, sociology, history, and other science specialties could prove to be essential to understanding the artifacts, their distribution, and their context. When detailed knowledge of a given science or art is required, archaeologists will call in expert consultants in the field. The expertise employed will often depend on the orientation of the “school” of archaeology to which the archaeologist subscribes.


There are two major schools or disciplines of the study of archaeology in the world today: the historical school, and the anthropological school. The historical school is primarily taught to and utilized by European universities, and the anthropological school is the one common to American universities.


The approach to the study of past lifeways in Texas and in the United States is from the perspective of the science and disciplines of anthropology. The study of the science of human adaptation and behavior has much to offer in the investigation of artifacts and their distribution and association.


Whether approached as a topic in the humanities (history, arts) or as a science (anthropology, sociology), the study of archaeology has a great deal to offer toward understanding who we are and how we came to be as we are now. The field of archaeology has offered answers for such intriguing questions as:


Who were the first Texans? Why did they come to the region?


When was Texas first occupied, and what did they want here?


Were the extinctions of the great Ice Age animals due in part to hunting?


What is the truth of the occupations by Europeans and their encounters with Native Americans?


What happened to the Native American people who lived in Texas? Where did they go?


But the questions need not be so far ranging or grand. For instance, there are university-sponsored projects looking at and cataloguing contemporary trash, in order to find out what may be understood about contemporary culture through examining its refuse. Clearly, archaeology is a science that can be used to increase human knowledge on many levels.


Processing Artifacts


Archaeological information is gathered in a destructive process. Archaeologists are often heard to say that through the act of excavating a site, it is being destroyed; the information that is not recorded is lost forever. This sobering fact is kept firmly in mind by the archaeologist in charge, often called the principal investigator, or PI. No matter whether the site is an ancient trash mound, called a midden, a campsite, a butchering ground, or a historical building or battleground, the excavation must be carefully planned and its progress and results thoroughly documented.


Exact location, called provenience—associations between artifacts in vertical and horizontal space—and the conditions under which the artifact is found are carefully recorded in the field. These field notes are often supplemented with maps, drawings, and photos. If the artifacts are removed from the ground, they are placed in bags. Then the bag is carefully identified with the site name, usually a trinomial identification, and the provenience information: the unit number, the exact depth and level of excavation, and the horizontal location. Of course, if the item is not particularly unique, as with individual shells in a shell midden, then they might only be identified generally. Other artifacts are unique, such as projectile points or pocketknives, and will receive the full documentation.


The documentation does not end in the field. Once the artifacts are bagged, they are usually taken to the laboratory. Once there, they will be cleaned, stabilized when necessary, and identified. The cardinal rule for identification is if you’re not sure, don’t name it. Often the records of a given site may be used in analysis without reexamining the artifacts. If they are wrongly identified, the analysis will be based on faulty information. Rather than to identify a point as a Perdiz, or Alba, or even as broadly as an arrowhead, unless you are an expert it is probably more in the interest of accuracy to call it a projectile point and let the primary investigator draw her or his own conclusions.
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Left: the water screen, used to wash the heavy clay through quarter-inch hardware cloth and find artifacts. Foreground: the gasoline-powered pump that delivered the saltwater from the bay to the screen. Background: one of two airboats that delivered the crew to the shell midden sites.
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These artifacts have been washed and once dry, will be ready to be cataloged. The tray includes freshwater shell and chert debitage. Photo taken at the Texas Archeological Society 2002 Field School. Photos by Robert Marcom, 2002.


Once the artifacts have been identified, they can be cataloged. In the current era, with computers available to practically everyone, the catalogs for sites can be made available quickly and easily. Archaeology has benefited in this and many other ways from the computer revolution. Artifacts, catalogs, maps, and drawings are often made available to qualified researchers at universities and labs that are specified as archives. Texas is fortunate to have several university archives, including the Texas Archeological Research Laboratory, at the University of Texas at Austin.


If the excavation has been properly documented and the information and artifacts accurately processed, and if the records and materials are carefully archived, then the data produced will be preserved through time. Though the site has been destroyed, the information gained will serve science throughout time.





Chapter Two



The First Texans


The paleoarchaeology of Texas begins with the first human beings to set foot in the area that would later become the state, and ends with the time when the first historical records are created. The term paleo, as it is used in this context, means “ancient.”


Twenty thousand years ago, Texas, and the world, was a very different place. The climate was colder and wetter than it is now. Deciduous forests, full of cold-adapted hardwood trees, dominated much of the state. The sea level was lower, and the shore much further out toward the Gulf of Mexico than today’s coastline. In the west and north of current-day Texas, tall, cold-adapted grasses were interspersed with woodland copses, making an ideal habitat for browsing herbivores, such as mastodon and giant sloth. The prairies were well watered, and grazing herbivores, like Bison antiquus, mammoth, and early horses had little trouble finding sustenance.


Paleolithic-age Native Americans, more commonly called Paleo-Indians (also written Paleoindians), arrived in the vicinity of Texas on foot, carrying all their worldly goods. These people made whatever they needed from the plants, minerals, and animals they found in their new homes. They were few and scattered, and so is the evidence of them that remains today.


The story of the first Texans begins not in Texas but rather on the other side of the world, in eastern Siberia. A cave excavated by Yuri Mochanov (Mochanov, 1977) gives evidence of the ancestors of the people who first crossed the Bering Straits. Those hardy big-game hunters expanded rapidly, populating eastern Asia during the last part of the Würm glaciation, about 20,000 years before present (BP).


Evidence that these were the first people to arrive on western shores includes such diverse factors including skeletal and dental similarities and virtually identical tool kits from the Dukhtai cave in eastern Asia, excavated by Mochanov, and tools found at Bluefish Cave in the Yukon Territory. The journey from Asia, across the land bridge of Beringia, and across Alaska to the Yukon must have been a long and arduous one. We can imagine what it may have been like for these hardy men, women, and children.


How it Might Have Been (fictional)


The desolation of the eastern lands was frightening to you, at first. Following the large herd of mammoths, your band of twenty-eight men, women, and children worked slowly, day by day, toward the pale, cold, rising sun.


“How much is left?”


You look up to see the patriarch and leader, Vla, looking down on you with concern etched in his weathered face. You see the grease, made from fat and charcoal and applied to prevent wind and sunburn, has stiffened his face, but the expression is unmistakable. For a moment, the sense of his question eludes you.


You are the Stone Spirit Listener. You finally grasp the meaning of Vla’s question. Looking down to the symmetrical chunk of flint in your hand, you feel a sense of your value to the small band of hunters, and this family.


“We have this one and three more.”


“Good. Better than I thought. Have you seen any sign of more flint?”
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Front to back are Paleo-Native American, dire wolf (left), saber toothed cat (right), Bison antiquus, and Colombian mammoth. Remains of these animals, as well as extinct species of horse, have been found in association with human cultural activities. Drawing by Jason Eckhardt.


“No. Even the river has no stones. Only mud.” You swat at a mosquito, larger than you’d known before this trek. “Blades can come from this core, but not points. There are many points left in these other flint stones.”


“We will move tomorrow.”


Vla seems confident to you. You are not as worried as you were at first. Vla has been very careful, and no one has died for a long time now. You turn the flint core, attuning your eyes and hands to its features. You began your relationship with the spirit in this stone when you first knocked off one end with the strong, heavy, black hammer-stone, making the flat platform. The spirit gave the stone to you: the platform was perfect. You then held the flint with the flat end up, striking the edge, turning the stone, striking again. With long practice and reverence for the spirit of flint, you removed the white outer coating of lime, revealing the glassy brown of the flint. Now, after many strikes of the hammer stone, you have a small pile of blades lying at your feet. Each one is about an inch in length and about a half inch wide. The parallel edges of the rectangular shape are extremely sharp. You pick up each blade; look at it in cross-section. They are thicker in the middle, tapering to nothing at the edge. You judge the blades to be good, one at a time.


You know the flint blades are essential to your band. They can cut meat and hide. They can scrape fat and sinew. In the hands of the skilled women of your band, they make clothes and they make meals. They make shelters and they make natural wood and bones into implements. They are as important—maybe more important—than the spear points and scrapers you make.
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