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FOREWORD

We have what Swanton aptly describes as a cultural sink.
Archaeological exploration, which has never been
systematically attempted there, may bring something to
1ight; but nothing very notable is expected. . . .

A. L. Kroeber
Cultural and Natural Areas of
Native North America, 1939.

The quote with which I begin this Foreword is a description of the state of
archaeological and ethnohistorical affairs in southern Texas at the end of
the fourth decade of the 20th century. Such a perception endured for another
25 or 30 years and may be shared by some North American archaeologists even
to the present day. However; it has now become clear that the only "cultural
sink" in southern Texas was the lacunae of scientific data, not the cultural
or biological failings of its native peoples. The achievements of the Choke
Canyon project, initiated in 1977, in terms of archaeological, ethno-
historical and historical research, resulted from a program of long-range.
systematic scientific investigations. These studies focused on a specific
portion of southern Texas, along a key river drainage. and have now provided
us with a greatly enhanced view of the prehistory and early history of this
region. ’

This present volume summarizes the results of Choke Canyon archaeclogical
research. While it emphasizes the Phase II mitigation excavations, it also
draws together material from earlier field and laboratory work. With this
volume, compiled almost entirely through the efforts of Grant D. Hal1l, we
have a wealth of data from a number of sites, information on tool kits,
subsistences chronology, trade, and other key facets of the archaeological
record. Furthermore, the results are meticulously detailed, providing a
source of continuing information for future research in southern Texas
prehistory.

In the grand scheme of world prehistory, "nothing very notable," in Kroeber's
words: has yet emerged--or is 1ikely to emerge--from the study of south Texas
prehistory. There is no major architecture, and there are no contributions
to be made to the study of the evolution of states and empires. Even the
delineation of a regional culture history, let alone the processes of culture
change, has been hard to wrest from the south Texas site deposits. This
domain was marked in prehistoric, and into early historic times, by hunting
and gathering 1ifeways that stretch back 11,000 years. The study of hunters
and gatherers has been in fashions of late, 1in contemporary archaeological
Titerature; it will, perforce, always be in vogue in southern Texas. Such
studies will continue to be important as we examine the mechanisms of
regional resource utilization and the processes that effected culture change
in response to climatic or other conditions. These are worthwhile, and
"notable," endeavors and may have something to tell us, with our water
shortages and other 20th-century problems, about how we might better exist in
this environment that was, for so many millenia, their home.
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As is the case in the progress of any science, and particularly in
archaeologys cultural characterizations written 45 years ago by Kroeber or
those five years ago by this author, are destined to be replaced. This is
certainly true here with the vast new contributions, by Hall and his many
field and laboratory associates, to the advancement of southern Texas
archaeological research.

Thomas R. Hester
October 24, 1985



ABSTRACT

Reported in this volume are the results of archaeological investigations at
72 prehistoric sites Tocated in the basin of Choke Canyon Reservoir on the
Frio River in Live Oak and McMullen Counties, southern Texas. The sites
investigated in this study will be affected in one way or another by a lake
formed after construction of Choke Canyon Dams, a project of the United States
Bureau of Reclamation (USBR). The research was sponsored by the USBR as the
second and final phase of a two-stage program of archaeological investiga-
tions designed to mitigate damage or destruction of cultural resources
resulting from dam construction and subsequent 1ong-term inundation of a
large area of the Frio River valley.

Methods used to study Choke Canyon's prehistoric sites during the Phase II
investigation were various types of subsurface excavations, documentation of
surface features and characteristics, and collection of artifacts from site
surfaces.,

The people who inhabited the Choke Canyon region in prehistoric times,
representing an approximate span of 10,000 years, existed as mobile
hunter/gatherer bands. They subsisted by tapping virtually every conceivable
source of edible natural food.

A full spectrum of animals, from Towly field mice and lizards up to bison and
deer, was exploited by various techniques of hunting, trapping, and catching.
Large land snails and mussels were sources of meat food that Choke Canyon's
prehistoric people could easily gather. Gar, drum, and turtles were taken
from Tocal creeks, sloughs, and the river, perhaps using spears, nets, or
weirs. Analysis of vertebrate faunal remains, results of which are presented
hereins, rather conclusively demonstrates that Late Prehistoric people
exploited big game species more commonly than did their Archaic period
predecessors.

Floral products must also have comprised a substantial portion of the foods
consumed by Choke Canyon's prehistoric inhabitants. Direct evidence of plant
food utilization is nonexistent on the sites. However, the very common
occurrence of sandstone manos and metates implies heavy reliance on seeds,
nuts, or beans. Also, the tremendous amount of burned rock that accumulated
in Archaic components at many sites, often found as very carefully
constructed hearth features, suggests that baking or roasting activities were
extremely common. Roots, tubers, stalks, and other edible plant parts may
have been what was being prepared in these facilities.

Diagnostic artifacts recovered from prehistoric sites at Choke Canyon during
the various phases of archaeological investigation clearly indicate that the
general vicinity witnessed aboriginal activity from Paleo-Indian times up
through the early Historic period. Evidence of Paleo-Indian people is
1Timited to surface finds along the valley margin and on high, ancient terrace
formations down in the river valiey. No in situ subsurface Paleo~Indian
components have yet been isolated at Choke Canyon. Where previously the
earliest subsurface component known at Choke Canyon dated to the Middle
Archaic period (ca. 3400 B.C. to 2400 B.C.) the Phase II excavations led to
discovery of an Early Archaic component dating to the period from 5000 B.C.
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to 4000 B.C. While recognizable Palec~Indian, Early Archaic, and Middle
Archaic components are relatively scarce, the Late Archaic and Late Pre-
historic periods are amply represented in the prehistoric sites at Choke
Canyon. Phase II investigations also produced the first clear indication of
an aboriginal component containing evidence of contact with Anglo~Europeans
in early historic times.

The bulk of culturals, paleobotanicals, and vertebrate faunal data representing
the prehistory of Choke Canyon indicates that floral and faunal communities
and the general climatic regime remained essentially unchanged from at least
4000 B.C. up to the period in historic times when certain 1ivestock and 1and
management practices led to a drastic expansion of brush communities and
severe erosion of formerly stable land surfaces.

KEYWORDS: Texas, archaeology, excavation, mitigation, prehistory, Archaics
and Late Prehistoric.
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