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INTRODUCTION

Broken pots, discarded stone tools, pollen, and bones-these are
some of the bits and pieces archeologists use to reconstruct the past.
Written history in Oklahoma goes back only a few centuries, and that
record is often sketchy at best; but people have lived in this state for
thousands of years. Through archeology, we can learn their story.

Archeology is a branch of anthropology. lt is the study of peoples
and cultures of the past. We learn about these people by studying the
traces they have left of their passing, such as tools, buildings, and
other artifacts. Many artifacts are beautiful and important as works of
art. Early archeologists, however, were interested in them primarily as
a means of learning about the past. As the discipline matured, excava-
tors demanded more and more detail. Modern archeologists carefully
record information about the relative positions of artifacts, about
changes in the soil, and many other factors.

The Lee Creek Ceremonial Center in northeastern Oklahoma is an
excellent examole of controlled excavation. The Lee Creek site was a
regional ceremonial center whose people shared the same culture as
those at the Spiro Mounds in eastern Oklahoma. Unlike Spiro, the site
contained very few historic artifacts, and untrained excavators would
have found little to interest them. But by carefully recording each
change in the soil, the archeologists at the Lee Creek site were able to
determine the sequence of events involved in the construction of the
mound.

Dating techniques have also improved remarkably. In the 1950s,
radiocarbon dating came into use. All living things contain Carbon,
and after death, some of this Carbon-the type called Carbon-14-
slowly changes into Carbon-'12. Scientists learned how to measure
the amount of this change and so to estimate the age of the organic
(once living) material. The results of radiocarbon testing radically
changed theories about when the first people reached the Americas.
During the early part of this century, archeologists commonly believed
that people entered the New World some 4000 or 5000 years ago.
These estimates have been pushed back gradually as new informa-
tion becomes available.

With the advent of radiocarbon dating, the samples of organic
material-such as charcoal and bone-that were tested yielded ages
of 10,000 and even 20,000 years old. The controversy still goes on as
even earlier dates have been obtained. Radiocarbon samples,
however, are subject to contamination from many sources, and those
samples that yield dates of more than 20,000 years old are scrutinized
extremely carefully. In the meantime, scientists continue to search for
other dating techniques that can be used to cross-check one another.
Flourine dating, archeomagnetism, and dendrochronology are just a
few of these techniques. We may never know the complete story of
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CHAPTER 1

BIG GAME HUNTERS

25,000 B.C. to 5000 B.C.

The smell of damp earth and grass drifted down to him, mingling
with the rank odor of mammoth. The steep-walled canyon was s"naa"y
and cool after the long chase over the grassy plains. lt was his first
hunt, and he rubbed each sweaty parm in turn against his thigh to dry
it, then gripped the spear tightly.

It was hrs best weapon, the waac smaothed straight and true with a
sandsfone abrader. He'd painted the shaft with red achre-the color
of blood-for luck. The point was macre of finely chipped btack flint
mounted on a bone foreshaftandsef se curely ina socket at the end of
the spearshaft.

The wind shifted again and blew the hunters'scenf towards the
mammoth. Angrily, she shifted from foot to foot. Atmast three fimes
the height of a man, she paced back and forth, rimping more than
ever now. lt was probably from an old injury, the hunt leader had said.
The old wound made her bad tempered, and her inabitity fo gef along
with the other mammoths had forced her out of the nera. Atone, sh-e
fell prey to the small party of humans.

"Yaah!" yelled the hunt leader, and men moved in, spears held for
thrusting.

The mammath trumpeted, raising curved fusks longer than a man
was tall. Her long black hairs were dusty, and the yellow-brown
underwool was matted with mud. The wary hunter sp/ashed through
a small stream that ran along the bottom of the canyon and thrus{at
the bladder, hoping to poison her with her own urine. others went for
the eyes and the heart. The mammoth screamed and sank to her
knees, blood streaming from half-a-dozen spear wounds. The young
hunter pulled out his shaft and rammed another point into the s'ockel.
slowly, the nammoth sank down onto her reft side, her head facing
north. The killwas soon over, and the hunters began butchering the
huge carcass while a runner sped the good news to the rest of the
band.

Later, he saf by the fire re-working a broken spearpoint. The hunt-
ing medicine had been very good this day. He'd tost his first spear-
point somewhere in the giant carcass, but soon the band wauld pass
the place where the purple and white striped flint coutd be foundj, and
he'd make new spearpoints even more beautiful than the old.

Human beings entered the New world relatively recently. Dino-
saurs became extinct about 63 million years ago; but it wasn't until
about 25,000 years ago that the first people reached the Americas.

CHAPTER 1 

BIG GAME HUNTERS 

25,000 B.C. to 5000 B.C. 

The smell of damp earth and grass drifted down to him, mingling 
with the rank odor of mammoth. The steep-walled canyon was shady 
and cool after the long chase over the grassy plains. It was his first 
hunt, and he rubbed each sweaty palm in turn against his thigh to dry 
it, then gripped the spear tightly. 

It was his best weapon, the wood smoothed straight and true with a 
sandstone abrader. He'd painted the shaft with red ochre-the color 
of blood-for luck. The point was made of finely chipped black flint 
mounted on a bone foreshaft and set securely in a socket at the end of 
the spearshaft. 

The wind shifted again and blew the hunters ' scent towards the 
mammoth. Angrily, she shifted from foot to foot. Almost three times 
the height of a man, she paced back and forth, limping more than 
ever now. It was probably from an old injury, the hunt leader had said. 
The old wound made her bad tempered, and her inability to get along 
with the other mammoths had forced her out of the herd. Alone, she 
fell prey to the small party of humans. 

"Yaah!" yelled the hunt leader, and men moved in, spears held for 
thrusting. 

The mammoth trumpeted, raising curved tusks longer than a man 
was tall. Her long black hairs were dusty, and the yellow-brown 
underwool was matted with mud. The wary hunter splashed through 
a small stream that ran along the bottom of the canyon and thrust at 
the bladder, hoping to poison her with her own urine. Others went for 
the eyes and the heart. The mammoth screamed and sank to her 
knees, blood streaming from half-a-dozen spear wounds. The young 
hunter pulled out his shaft and rammed another point into the socket. 
Slowly, the mammoth sank down onto her left side, her head faCing 
north. The kill was soon over, and the hunters began butchering the 
huge carcass while a runner sped the good news to the rest of the 
band. 

Later, he sat by the fire re-working a broken spearpoint. The hunt­
ing medicine had been very good this day. He 'd lost his first spear­
point somewhere in the giant carcass, but soon the band would pass 
the place where the purple and white striped flint could be found, and 
he'd make new spearpoints even more beautiful than the old. 

Human beings entered the New World relatively recently. Dino­
saurs became extinct about 63 million years ago; but it wasn 't until 
about 25,000 years ago that the first people reached the Americas. 
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Archeologists callthese first peopie paleo-lndians, meaning ,,old Indi-
ans." There were several sub-groups of these people whose culture
spread across all of the Americas and lasted several thousand years.

During the last ice-age, glaciers covered much of the northein and
southern parts of the world. They locked up huge anrounts of water
that remained frozen year around. As the glaciers gre\ry. the sea level
dropped. This exposed many areas of land that aie now ccvcr*d bv
the oceans. one of these areas existed in the northern part cf the
Pacific ocean called the Bering strait, between siberia and Alaska.
scientists called this land-bridge "Beringia." About 25,000 years ago,
the Bering strait was a vast, dry rand plain with a narrow, ice-frle
corridor extending from the interior of Alaska into the heart of North
America. At its widest point, Beringia was nearly 1000 miles across. lt
was easy for animals and the men and women who hunted them to
drift across this vast span of dry land without ever realizing that they
had moved from one continent to another.

The first people to traverse this corridor and enter the New world
were nomadic big game hunters. They moved southward slowly, over
a period of generations. There, they found an unpeopled new land with
abundant game and plant foods.

These first Paleo-lndians are known to us as big game hunters
because they successfully hunted the gigantic game animals common
during the last ice age. Huge bison, short-nosed bears, mastodons,
mammoths, and ground sloths the size of elephants were common
then. However, the Paleo-lndians of 10,000 years ago are best known
for their mammoth kills.

Mammoths were members of the elephant family. Two main kinds
of mammoths roamed the North American plains at the trme of the
earlyPaleo-lndians: columbian mammoths and lmperial mammoths.
The columbian mammoth stood about 14 feet trigh at the shoulder
while the average lmperial mammoth stood some 3 or 4 feet taller.
Like modern elephants, mammoths probably lived in small family
groups numbering no more than 8 or 10 animaLs-2 or 3 adult females
and their immature young. The males were probably solitary as are
modern elephant males.

EARLY BIG GAME HUNTERS: THE CLOVIS PEOPLE:

Archeologists call the mammoth hunters the clovis people-
named after the Clovis site in New Mexico where their artifacts first
were found. According to the archeological evidence, mammoths
were rmportant to the clovis people, but the kills were infrequent.
smallgroups of men hunted the mammoths with stone-tipped spears.
Nearly allorganic materials from this time have long since rotted away,
especially in the warm, humid regions, so most of the remaining
evidence of their lifestyle is made of stone. The clovis people mad6
many types of stone tools-scrapers, drills, and knives are iust a few

I

Archeologists call these first people Paleo-Indians, meaning "old Indi­
ans. " There were several sub-groups of these people whose culture 
spread across all of the Americas and lasted several thousand years. 

During the last ice-age, glaciers covered much of the northern and 
southern parts of the world. They locked up huge amounts of water 
that remained frozen year around. As the glaciers grew, the sea level 
dropped. This exposed many areas of land that are now covered by 
the oceans. One of these areas existed in the northern part of the 
Pacific Ocean called the Bering Strait, between Siberia and Alaska. 
Scientists called this land-bridge "Beringia. " About 25,000 years ago, 
the Bering Strait was a vast, dry land plain with a narrow, ice-free 
corridor extending from the interior of Alaska into the heart of North 
America. At its widest point, Beringia was nearly 1000 miles across. It 
was easy for animals and the men and women who hunted them to 
drift across this vast span of dry land without ever realizing that they 
had moved from one continent to another. 

The first people to traverse this corridor and enter the New World 
were nomadic big game hunters. They moved southward slowly, over 
a period of generations. There , they found an unpeopled new land with 
abundant game and plant foods . 

These first Paleo-Indians are known to us as big game hunters 
because they successfully hunted the gigantic game animals common 
during the last ice age. Huge bison, short-nosed bears, mastodons, 
mammoths, and ground sloths the size of elephants were common 
then. However, the Paleo-Indians of 10,000 years ago are best known 
for their mammoth kills. 

Mammoths were members of the elephant family . Two main kinds 
of mammoths roamed the North American Plains at the time of the 
early Paleo-Indians: Columbian mammoths and Imperial mammoths. 
The Columbian mammoth stood about 14 feet high at the shoulder 
while the average Imperial mammoth stood some 3 or 4 feet taller. 
Like modern elephants, mammoths probably lived in small family 
groups numbering no more than 8 or 10 animals-2 or 3 adult females 
and their immature young. The males were probably solitary as are 
modern elephant males. 

EARLY BIG GAME HUNTERS: THE CLOVIS PEOPLE: 

Archeologists call the mammoth hunters the Clovis People­
named after the Clovis site in New Mexico where their artifacts first 
were found . According to the archeological evidence, mammoths 
were important to the Clovis people, but the kills were infrequent. 
Small groups of men hunted the mammoths with stone-tipped spears. 
Nearly all organic materials from this time have long since rotted away, 
especially in the warm, humid regions , so most of the remaining 
evidence of their lifestyle is made of stone. The Clovis people made 
many types of stone tools-scrapers , drills , and knives are just a few 
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of them-but they are best known for their spearpoints'
Clovis spearpoints are typically 3 to 4 inches long. They are thin and

leaf-shaped and usually have one or more long flakes removed from
the base toward the center. This creates a flute which makes it easier
to fasten the point to the shaft. These points were used on spears, not

arrows. The Clovis people did not make bows and arrows.

:\r
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lmperial Mammoth

spearpoints may have been fastened to the shaft in one of two
ways. The hunters may have hafted the spearpoint to a bone foreshaft
and then set the foreshaft in a socket in the wooden spearshaft. Using
this method, the hunter could thrust rapidly and repeatedly. A bag
containing spearpoints mounted on bone foreshafts would have been
easy to Carry. Another method of hafting was to tie the spearpoint
dire-ctly onto the wooden spearshaft. This method would have been
useful-for inflicting repeated shallow wounds or for killing smaller
game.
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Spearpoints may have been fastened to the shaft in one of two 
ways. The hunters may have hafted the spearpoint to a bone foreshaft 
and then set the foreshaft in a socket in the wooden spearshaft. Using 
this method, the hunter could thrust rapidly and repeatedly. A bag 
containing spearpoints mounted on bone foreshafts would have been 
easy to carry. Another method of hafting was to tie the spearpoint 
directly onto the wooden spearshaft. This method would have been 
useful for inflicting repeated shallow wounds or for killing smaller 
game. 
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THE COOPERTON SITE:

lsolated Clovis points have been found in many places in the state.
Without accompanying datable materials, however, no age can be
assigned to them, and they can tell us little about the prehistoric big
game hunters. There are also finds of mammoth skeletons, but most
of these are natural deaths, telling us nothing about the people in the



r
* region at the time. In oklahoma, our information about this period

comes from two thoroughly studied sites:the cooperton site in Kiowa
County and the Domebo site in Caddo County.

The dates obtained for the cooperton site indicate that it is about
17,000 to 21,000 years old. lf this is correct, Cooperton provides the
oldest evidence of human occupation in the state. However, due to
disagreement over the reliability of certain dating techniques, some
scientists are not satisfied that these dates are correct. The Cooperton
site was discovered in 1961 and was excavated under the supervision
of the Museum of the Great Plains in Lawton. The excavators uncov-
ered the bones of an immature, male Columbian mammoth. The
artifacts found with the skeleton were not clearly human-made;
however, the bones, while still green, had been broken in such a way
that some scientists attribute the breakage to human activity. The
archeologists who excavated the site found 3 rounded, fist-sized rocks
which they believe were used as hammerstones and a large, 15-
pound boulder which may have been used as an anvil by the prehistor-
ic people who found the mammoth. Both the hammerstones and the
anvil were of a size not natural to the area, and any stream strong
enough to have washed them to the site would also have been strong
enough to wash away the mammoth bones.

The excavators believe that a small band of pareo-rndians came
upon a mammoth that had died of natural causes. The meat may have
been spoiled, but the bone was useful for making toors. They arso

o#'n.
O 2 4 6 8 1ocm.

Big game hunters may have used these stones to break the bones of the Coooerton
mammoth.

Photo from oklahoma Archeological survey Files, taken by permission at the
Museum of the Great Plains.
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region at the time. In Oklahoma, our information about this period 
comes from two thoroughly studied sites: the Cooperton site in Kiowa 
County and the Domebo site in Caddo County. 

The dates obtained for the Cooperton site indicate that it is about 
17,000 to 21,000 years old. If this is correct, Cooperton provides the 
oldest evidence of human occupation in the state. However, due to 
disagreement over the reliability of certain dating techniques, some 
scientists are not satisfied that these dates are correct. The Cooperton 
site was discovered in 1961 and was excavated under the supervision 
of the Museum of the Great Plains in Lawton. The excavators uncov­
ered the bones of an immature, male Columbian mammoth. The 
artifacts found with the skeleton were not clearly human-made; 
however, the bones, while still green, had been broken in such a way 
that some scientists attribute the breakage to human activity. The 
archeologists who excavated the site found 3 rounded, fist-sized rocks 
which they believe were used as hammerstones and a large, 15-
pound boulder which may have been used as an anvil by the prehistor­
ic people who found the mammoth. Both the hammerstones and the 
anvil were of a size not natural to the area, and any stream strong 
enough to have washed them to the site would also have been strong 
enough to wash away the mammoth bones. 

The excavators believe that a small band of Paleo-Indians came 
upon a mammoth that had died of natural causes . The meat may have 
been spoiled, but the bone was useful for making tools. They also 
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Big game hunters may have used these stones to break the bones of the Cooperton 
mammoth . 

Photo from Oklahoma Archeological Survey Files, taken by permission at the 
Museum of the Great Plains. 
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might have splrt the bones anef set them in the sun in order to collect
the liquid marrow that rose, as sorfte African tribes do today with
elephant bones. The bones ,-nay haue heen [:rot"ien by putting them on
a boulder carried to the site for that puinpcse anc.j ii:cn poundina thern
with the hammerstones. This woufel resuli ii.r ;r ',rialc 

L.s/rth jigged,
sawtoclthed edges like those found at this site. !f iire ';i.rn*:, irad been
broken by pressure from the weight of the ground ati+::-r,r1;1 sn;Eig
buried, they would have broken in a smoother line.

TI-IE DOMEBO SITE:

The second important site frorn this period yielded both mammoth
bones and carefuiiy made Clovis spearpoints. This is the Domebo
(Dum.bo) mamnnoth kill site in Caddo County near Anadarko. The
area is a flat, prairie-plain with many small streams cutting steep
canyons into the sandstone bedrock. In 1961 , Mr. J. E. "Buck" patter-
son of Apache, Oklahoma, noticed a mammoth tusk eroding oult of a
siream bank in one cf these narrow canyons. Mr. Patterson reported
the f ind to Mr. Adrian D. Anderse n. then archeoioEist atthe hfruseum of
the Great Flains at Lawrton. wfren F,4r. Anderscn cxan:iried the site, he
found a clovrs speanpoint with thc niaenmotir bCInes. He knew at once
that this was an inrpontant drscovery. ,fularnmc'ths nad l":een extinct {cr
some 10,000 years. This rneant thai t|".le srte \r/as rn*rc than 10,00CI
years old, and the spearpoint for.lnc rryith it was pl"obably the oicest
known indisputable evidence of the presenee of human beings in
Oklahorna. A Nationai Seience Foundation Ernergency grant was
secured, and excavation began in 1962.

The context of the Domebo site was extremely lnrportant. The
excavators were concerned u,'ith the reiative positions of each of the
features and artifacts of ihe site. A elovis point by rtself cannot i:e
dated; mamrnoth bones alone mav not tell us anything about the
people of the time; but together, they provide important information.
Therefore, tne excavators were careful to note the exact position of all
the remains" ln order to keep a precise, three-dirnensional reeord, the
site was first marked off in a grid of equal squares. The squares were

CONTEXT: The Relaiionship of Eaeh Fart
of the Site to the Ciher Farts of the Site
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might have split the bones and set them in the sun in order to collect 
the liquid marrow that rose, as some African tribes do today with 
elephant bones. The bones may have been broken by putting them on 
a boulder carried to the site for that purpose and then pounding them 
with the hammerstones. This would result in a break with jagged, 
sawtoothed edges like those found at this site. If the bones had been 
broken by pressure from the weight of the ground after they were 
buried, they would have broken in a smoother line. 

THE DOMEBO SITE: 

The second important site from this period yielded both mammoth 
bones and carefully made Clovis spearpoints. This is the Domebo 
(Dum.bo) mammoth kill site in Caddo County near Anadarko. The 
area is a flat, prairie-plain with many small streams cutting steep 
canyons into the sandstone bedrock. In 1961, Mr. J. E. "Buck" Patter­
son of Apache, Oklahoma, noticed a mammoth tusk eroding out of a 
stream bank in one of these narrow canyons. Mr. Patterson reported 
the find to Mr. Adrian D. Anderson, then archeologist at the Museum of 
the Great Plains at Lawton. When Mr. Anderson examined the site, he 
found a Clovis spearpoint with the mammoth bones. He knew at once 
that this was an important discovery. Mammoths had been extinct for 
some 10,000 years. This meant that the site was more than 10,000 
years old, and the spearpoint found with it was probably the oldest 
known indisputable evidence of the presence of human beings in 
Oklahoma. A National Science Foundation Emergency grant was 
secured, and excavation began in 1962. 

The context of the Domebo site was extremely important. The 
excavators were concerned with the relative positions of each of the 
features and artifacts of the site. A Clovis point by itself cannot be 
dated; mammoth bones alone may not tell us anything about the 
people of the time; but together, they provide important information. 
Therefore, the excavators were careful to note the exact position of all 
the remains. In order to keep a precise, three-dimensional record, the 
site was first marked off in a grid of equal squares. The squares were 

Natural Level 

CONTEXT: The Relationship of Each Part 
of the Site to the Other Parts of the Site 
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measured with reference to a central point, and this kept the grid
formed by the squares uniform. The grid made it possible to map the
surface of the site. For a three-dimensional record, however, measur-
ing depth was also important. Depth is recorded in "levels." Levels
may be either arbitrary or natural. When measuring in arbitrary levels,
the archeologist decides that a certain number of inches or centi-
meters will be dug to best expose a level. All the levels will be the same
depth. Natural levels, on the other hand, are based on changes in soil
color and texture that the archeoloqist uses to demark the different
levels. The excavators at the Domdbo site used arbitrary revers.

The Domebo skeleton proved to be that of an immature, femare.
lmperial mammoth. she stood about t 4 feet high at the shoulder. with
her bones, the excavators found 2 complete spearpoints, 1 spearpoint
fragment, and 3 waste flakes. Another spearpoint, a scraper, and a
worked flake were found in the gravel downstream from the excava-
tion.

FLINT KNAPPING:

The waste flakes indicated that one of the hunters had made or
retouched a tool while they camped nearby. Before metal became
generally used, people made their tools from stone, wood, and bone.
The early stone tools were made by a technique archeologists call
"flint knapping." The flint knapper struck chips from the stone being

o 1 2 3 4 scm.

THREE OF THE POINTS FOUND AT THE DOMEBO SITE.
Photo courtesy of the Museum of the Great Plains.
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measured with reference to a central point, and this kept the grid 
formed by the squares uniform. The grid made it possible to map the 
surface of the site. For a three-dimensional record, however, measur­
ing depth was also important. Depth is recorded in " levels." Levels 
may be either arbitrary or natural. When measuring in arbitrary levels, 
the archeologist decides that a certain number of inches or centi­
meters will be dug to best expose a level. All the levels will be the same 
depth. Natural levels, on the other hand, are based on changes in soil 
color and texture that the archeologist uses to demark the different 
levels. The excavators at the Domebo site used arbitrary levels. 

The Domebo skeleton proved to be that of an immature, female , 
Imperial mammoth. She stood about 14 feet high at the shoulder. With 
her bones, the excavators found 2 complete spearpoints, 1 spearpoint 
fragment, and 3 waste flakes. Another spearpoint, a scraper, and a 
worked flake were found in the gravel downstream from the excava­
tion. 

FLINT KNAPPING: 

The waste flakes indicated that one of the hunters had made or 
retouched a tool while they camped nearby. Before metal became 
generally used, people made their tools from stone, wood , and bone. 
The early stone tools were made by a technique archeologists call 
"flint knapping." The flint knapper struck chips from the stone being 
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THREE OF THE POINTS FOUND AT THE DOMEBO SITE. 
Photo courtesy of the Museum of the Great Plains. 
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made into a tool with another stone or with a piece of bone or aniler.
The tools were made from different varieties of flint or chert, occasion-
ally obsidian, and sometimes quartzite. obsidian is like glass; it has no
crystals. The edge of a new obsrdian tool is extremely sharp because it
breaks to the last molecule, but is duils quickly for ihe same reason.
Most of the clovis period artifacts are made of flint. The spearpoints
especially show great refinement and skill.

when a piece of flint is struck from above at the correct angle, a
shock wave travels through the stone ano causes a flake to d6tach
from the bottom. Archeologists have discovered that there were two
basic te-chniques used to make flaked stone tools. one technique
flakes off pieces of the original stone-called a core-until it reaches
the desired shape. This is what archeologists mean when they refer to
"core tools." These are usually large, heavy tools such as cioppers
and hand-axes.

In the second technique, the flint knapper makes finished tools from
the Jlakes chipped off the core. These frakes may be used as they are,
or they may !e retouched or reshaped. Retouching requires a great
deal of skill. The flakes can be knapped with a hammerstone or witl.r a
bone or antler striker for finer flaking. Even more delicate finishing
work can be done along the edges by pressure flaking. In pressu16
flaking, the flake is pressed off with pressure from the 6one'or aniler
flaker rather than struck off.

FOSSIL POLLEN:

A palynologist (a person who studies poilen) studied the fossil
pollen recovered from the Domebo site in order to learn more about
the environment at the time of the kill. Trees, grasses, and other plants
produce millions of pollen grains each year, and a percentage of these
grains is buried in the annual accumulation of sediment. Samples of
sediment were collected when the Domebo site was excavated. The
pollen of mo-st plants is very resistant to decay if buried under the right
conditions. Plants whose pollen is carried by the wind produce malny
times more pollen than those using insect or animal carriers, howevei,
so more wind-borne pollen is deposited than other types. The type of
soil is also important since pollen is preserved best where there is
either much or no water and in a clayey rather than a sandy soil. Air
reaching the pollen causes it to decay more rapidly. Some kinds of
pollen grains preserve better than others because thev have thicker.
more resistant walls.

There is almost as much variation among poilen grains as there is
among their parent plants. Thus, it is possible to tell what kinds of
plants produced the pollen and to estimate whether many or few of
them were growing in the area. Knowredge of the kinds of plants
growing near the site at the time being studied can provide information

13
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Pollen grains similar to these were found at the Domebo site. Pollen types are: A)
pine, B) spruce, C) amaranth (pigweed family), D) elm, E) oak, F) composite
(ragweed type), G) composite, H) composite (dandelion type). Scale variable.

Photos courtesy of R. L. Wilson and L. E. Sanders.
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Pollen grains similar to these were found at the Oomebo site. Pollen types are: A) 
pine, 8) spruce , C) amaranth (pigweed family), 0) elm, E) oak, F) composite 
(ragweed type), G) composite , H) composite (dandel ion type). Scale variable. 

Photos courtesy of R. L. Wilson and L. E. Sanders. 
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about the climate, since different kinds of plants grow in different
climates.

By looking at the pollen samples recovered from the Domebo site,
the palynologist learned that the climate was about 10" cooler in the
summer and 10'warmer in the winter at the ttme of the kill. Across the
state, there was less variation in rainfall and temperature than there is
now. There were more trees and plenty of lush grassland.

LATE BIG GAME HUNTERS:

By around 10,000 years ago, the mammoths were extinct. No one
knows why, although it has been suggested that changes in climate
and over-hunting may have been factors leading to their extinction.
The hunters then turned to the giant forms of bison as their main
source of meat. The Paleo-lndian bison hunters lived from 10,000 to
5,000 years ago.

These people hunted the ancestor of the modern bison or buffalo.
These bison were anywhere from 25k to 30% larger than modern
bison and correspondingly heavier. A buffalo bull weighs about 1800
pounds and a cow about 700 to 1200 pounds. An extinct giant bison
bull, in comparison, probably weighed some 2250 pounds and a cow
around 1000 oounds.

Lacking horses, the Paleo-lndians hunted bison on foot, a danger-
ous and tricky undertaking. They frequently used either the surround
or the mass drive or a combination of the two. In a surround, the
animals are encircled by the hunters who close in slowly, driving the
game towards the center of the circle. The animals are unable to break
through the human fence for fear of the people. Bunched together in
the trap, they are easily killed by the hunters. ln a drive, the animals are
stampeded over a cliff or into a natural trap or a corral.

lndividual or small group hunts also went on throughout the prehis-
toric oast at the same time as the communal hunts. The mass hunt
depended upon the availability of a herd of bison, the presence of a
natural trap or a human-made corral, and a band of hunters large
enough to force a controlled stampede.

As soon as the bison were killed, the hunters butchered them.
Spoilage begins immediately after death, so in warm weather speed
was important. The hunters often used heavy choppers and even the
bones and hooves of the bison themselves. Bone from a freshly killed
animal is very tough-much stronger than bone that has dried-and
makes a good butchering tool.

The most extensive research on the late big game hunters has been
done in Wyoming and Colorado; however, similar conditions existed in
western Oklahoma at this time. A layer of bison bones was found
eroding out of a hillside at the Certain site in Beckham County, and
archeologists have recorded a bison kill in Caddo County. A camp
from this period has been found near Altus in Jackson County.

!: ,.
;

Pollen types are: A)
oak F) composite
Scale variable.
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The late big game hunters used spears to hunt with, as had the
Clovis people before them. The spearpoints from this period display a
much greater variety of sizes and shapes than previously. The flint
knappers made many other types of tools as well. Archeologists have
found knives, hide scrapers, drills, awls, and other artifacts made of
stone and bone at sites in Oklahoma. Gradually, the hunters roamed
over smaller and smaller territories, ushering in a new era: the time of
the foragers.
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CHAPTER 2

THE FORAGERS

5000 B.C. to A.D. 1

The young girl and her mother rose earry and reft their hutof grass
and branches. They soon joined other women and chitdren of theband, and the noisy group stroiled slowly to the stand of blackbirry
bushes. After half-an-hour's walk, they came to the spot where thefat, dark berries hung thlckly on the' briars. rni giil reached out
gagerly,filling her mouth first, then dropping berries"into the skin bag
her mother had given her to fill.

"A bear! A bear!" cried one of the children. Mothers snatched uptheir babies, and the otder chitdren tugged along their litile brothers
and srsters. They hurried back to the cimp wh6n they reached the
temporary huts, they found only two or ine band's twetve hunters
seafed by the fireside.

"There's a bear among the blackberries," one of the women said,"a big, brown bear."

,^r!: !?!^1tligklr nut down the stone toots they'd been sharpening.
Iney gamered up their darts and their atlatls-dart throwers. Tie
darts were shorter than spears but had the same neaiy heads. with
the aid of t\e ailail, the hunters threw the darts iiti-gir"t force and
accuracy. The women and children talked excitediy. The hunters
would surely make their kilt, and the whole band *ortd /east on bear
meat tonight.

The.foragers were hunters, like the people before them, but they
hunted modern species of game. In eastern oklahoma, deer were an
tmportant source of meat while buffalo were hunted in the western part
of the state. The foragers, however, ranged over a more restricted
territory and made more intensive use of l6cal naturil ,"iorr.es than
had the people before them. Durrng this time, oklahoma vegetation
also attained its historic character. ln season, the foragers gathered
nuts, berries, seeds and roots. They crushed and mas"hed t"he hard-
shelled plant foods in grinding basins made of sandstone. These
basins were small, with.a shalloi,v depression *here ft,e!rinding stone
was rubbed over the food in a circular motion. The f"oragers used
wo,oden 

9igging sticks with fire-hardened tips, and threy maoe baskets,
nets, and string from plant fibers and long, stringy roots.

GROUND STONE TOOLS:

The grinding tools and some other toors such as axes and ailatl
weights were made of pecked and ground stone. This was a new tool
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CHAPTER 2 

THE FORAGERS 

5000 B.C. to A.D. 1 

The young girl and her mother rose early and left their hut of grass 
and branches. They soon joined other women and children of the 
band, and the noisy group strolled slowly to the stand of blackberry 
bushes. After half-an-hour's walk, they came to the spot where the 
fat, dark berries hung thickly on the briars. The girl reached out 
eagerly, filling her mouth first, then dropping berries into the skin bag 
her mother had given her to fill . 

"A bear! A bear!" cried one of the children. Mothers snatched up 
their babies, and the older children tugged along their little brothers 
and sisters. They hurried back to the camp. When they reached the 
temporary huts, they found only two of the band's twelve hunters 
seated by the fireside. 

"There's a bear among the blackberries," one of the women said, "a big, brown bear." 
The men quickly put down the stone tools they'd been sharpening. 

They gathered up their darts and their atlatls-dart throwers. The 
darts were shorter than spears but had the same heavy heads. With 
the aid of the atlatl, the hunters threw the darts with great force and 
accuracy. The women and children talked excitedly. The hunters 
would surely make their kill, and the whole band would feast on bear 
meat tonight. 

The foragers were hunters, like the people before them, but they 
hunted modern species of game. In eastern Oklahoma, deer were an 
important source of meat while buffalo were hunted in the western part 
of the state. The foragers, however, ranged over a more restricted 
territory and made more intensive use of local natural resources than 
had the people before them . During this time, Oklahoma vegetation 
also attained its historic character. In season, the foragers gathered 
nuts, berries, seeds and roots. They crushed and mashed the hard­
shelled plant foods in grinding basins made of sandstone. These 
basins were small, with a shallow depression where the grinding stone 
was rubbed over the food in a circular motion. The foragers used 
wooden digging sticks with fire-hardened tips, and they made baskets, 
nets, and string from plant fibers and long, stringy roots. 

GROUND STONE TOOLS: 

The grinding tools and some other tools such as axes and atlatl 
weights were made of pecked and ground stone. This was a new tool 
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Groundstone,she||,andboneartifactsfromtheforagerperrod.(NottoSca|e.)
Oklahoma Archeological Survey Photo Files'
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making technique. Pecking differs from flaking in that the chips of

Stone are much Smaller and"are knocked off the side of the surface that

is struck rather trran tre side opposite it as is the case in flint knapping'

After the artifact *ur p..t .d'into shape, it was finished by grinding.

This was done using an abrasivs-such as sandstone or sand-and
water. The water *it u.ty important to this process since it kept the

uoririu. particles ,rrp"no"ci rl".artifact was ground until it was

smooth. li may also have received a final polishing with clay or a plece

of hide.

THE ATLATL:

Foragers hunted deer, buffalo, rabbits, squirrels, birds, and other

g"r;. ifre tirst .uiO.n.. of the atlatl or dart thrower app-ears at th.is

time. A dart is a short spear; spearshafts were generally abou.t 48

infr,". long while dartshafts were about 36 inches. The heads of both

;;;6.; riere atike. Atlatls were made of wood with a bone or antler

hook at the end to keep te dart from sliding out. They were usually

iOort 18 inches tong witn a groove down the center for the dart to rest

in. They *.r. ror"iimes *6igf'tedwith ground stone weights togive

more force to the tfrrust. nn ittatt functions like an extension of the
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Ground stone, shell , and bone artifacts from the forager period. (Not to scale.) 

Oklahoma Archeological Survey Photo Files. 

making technique. Pecking differs from flaking in that the chips of 

stone are much smaller and are knocked off the side of the surface that 

is struck rather than the side opposite it as is the case in flint knapping. 

After the artifact was pecked into shape, it was finished by grinding. 

This was done using an abrasive-such as sandstone or sand-and 

water. The water was very important to this process since it kept the 

abrasive particles suspended. The artifact was ground until it was 

smooth. It may also have received a final polishing with clay or a piece 

of hide. 

THE ATLATL: 

Foragers hunted deer, buffalo, rabbits, squirrels, birds, and other 

game. The first evidence of the atlatl or dart thrower appears at this 

time. A dart is a short spear; spearshafts were generally about 48 

inches long while dartshafts were about 36 inches. The heads of both 

weapons were alike. Atlatls were made of wood with a bone or antler 

hook at the end to keep the dart from sliding out. They were usually 

about 18 inches long with a groove down the center for the dart to rest 

in. They were sometimes weighted with ground stone weights to give 

more force to the thrust. An atlatl functions like an extension of the 
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Thebuttofthespearfitsagainstthehookattheendoftheatlat|
Drawing courtesy of the Stovall Museum
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arm. lt allowed the hunter to throw his dart f urther and more accurately

than before.
The hunters In eastern Oklahoma usually took their deer in single.

kills, but in western Oktahora herds of buffdlo were killed by bands of

f.trni.t.. The buffalo were herded into small, circular enclosures of

rock or brush or into narrow, closed canyons where the hunters

speared the animals as they milled in a compact group' There is some

,uidenc" of hunting magic associated with these kills.

Buffalo are mem[et.6f the cow family. The two mod.ern varieties of

American bison are the wood buffalo and the plains buffalo' They look

muctr alike and interbreed readily. The foragers hunted both varieties'

Since the hunters l-rao no horses, buffalo hunting at that time was far

more difficult than in historic times. Buffalo may run at.30 to 35 miles

per hour for up to 10 miles. A fast human runner, on the other hand,

iravels only about 12lo 15 miles an hour, so the hunters had to be able

to outwit their quarrY.

THE GORE PIT SITE:

The foragers followed a seasonal round, their movements and the

number of people in the group determined by the available food

PROFILE OF A ROCK OVEN

The foragers used rock ovens of various kinds to bake their food
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The butt of the spear fits against the hook at the end of the atlatl. 

Drawing courtesy of the Stovall Museum. 

arm. It allowed the hunter to throw his dart further and more accurately 

than before. 
The hunters in eastern Oklahoma usually took their deer in single 

kills, but in western Oklahoma herds of buffalo were killed by bands of 

hunters. The buffalo were herded into small, circular enclosures of 

rock or brush or into narrow, closed canyons where the hunters 

speared the animals as they milled in a compact group. There is some 

evidence of hunting magic associated with these kills. 

Buffalo are members of the cow family. The two modern varieties of 

American bison are the wood buffalo and the plains buffalo. They look 

much alike and interbreed readily. The foragers hunted both varieties. 

Since the hunters had no horses, buffalo hunting at that time was far 

more difficult than in historic times. Buffalo may run at 30 to 35 miles 

per hour for up to 10 miles. A fast human runner, on the other hand, 

travels only about 12 to 15 miles an hour, so the hunters had to be able 

to outwit their quarry. 

THE GORE PIT SITE: 

The foragers followed a seasonal round , their movements and the 

number of people in the group determined by the available food 

PROFILE OF A ROCK OVEN 

The foragers used rock ovens of various kinds to bake their food . 
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Supply. They used the Same camp sites year after year as each area'S

spbbiif harvest became available. To cook their food, they often built

rock-lined fireplaces or roasting pits. Archeologists have found evi-

dence of this cooking technique at the Gore Pit site in Comanche

County. There, archeologists aided by Oklahoma Anthropological
Society members found several burned rock and charcoal concentra-
tions.

The cooking pits were surrounded by a scatter of burned rocks,

mussel shells, animal bones, and ash. Some 6000 years ago people

at this site camped near a small spring where they dug shallow pits 6 to

8 feet across. They piled wood in the pits and burned it down to coals,

then placed rocks on top of the coals. They put the food to be cooked

on top of the rocks and piled more rocks and earth over it. Then they

left this oven until everything was fully baked. When it was done, they

threw aside the top layer-and removed the food, leaving behind

evidence of their activiiy in the form of burned rock and charcoal
lenses in the soil.
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BLUFF SHELTERS:

some foraging groups in northeastern Gkiahoma useo caves or
bluff shelters for their camping places. Bluft sheltens exist where there
is enough overhang to protect an area b to 1s feet decp at the base of
the cliff. These shelters generally are protected frorn i,q,ind and well
drained. The same factors that made them choice iivinq ejuarier-e els*
protected the debris left by the foragers so that thefofterr pr",;,,j.=:,--
excellent records of life during this period. over the years, the trash
discarded at these sheliers accumulated as thick layers of soil which
contains broken bone, bits of stone, ash, and broken tools. lf these
sites are undisturbed by vandals or erosion, careful excavation can
provide a year by year record of the activities that took place in them.

some human burials of foragers have been found in oklahoma as
well as some dog burials. The human skeietons qive us infornration
about how these people looked, lived, and died. T6e earliest burial foe.

ryi,,'
"

Foragers often buried their dead in a "curied up" position
Photo courtesy of the Museum of the Great plains.
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BLUFF SHELTERS: 

Some foraging groups in northeastern Oklahoma used caves or 
bluff shelters for their camping places. Bluff shelters exist where there 
is enough overhang to protect an area 5 to 15 feet deep at the base of 
the cliff. These shelters generally are protected from wind and well 
drained. The same factors that made them choice living quarters also 
protected the debris left by the foragers so that they often provide 
excellent records of life during this period. Over the years, the trash 
discarded at these shelters accumulated as thick layers of soil which 
contains broken bone, bits of stone, ash, and broken tools. If these 
sites are undisturbed by vandals or erosion, careful excavation can 
provide a year by year record of the activities that took place in them. 

Some human burials of foragers have been found in Oklahoma as 
well as some dog burials. The human skeletons give us information 
about how these people looked, lived, and died. The earliest burial for 

Foragers often buried their dead in a "curled up" position. 
Photo courtesy of the Museum of the Great Plains. 
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this period in Oklahoma was found in Comanche County and was
radiocarbon dated at 7000 years. The skeleton was found lying on its
side in a flexed position, the arms together in front, legs bent, and the
head bent towards the knees. This curled up position is common in

many prehistoric burials, although some people buried their dead in a

fully extended, flat on their back, pose. There were no grave goodg
with the burial. Other skeletons from eastern Oklahomaare from 3400
to 2000 years old. These people were of average height and were
generally in good health. Some individuals suffered from decayed
leeth and arthritis. Some skeletons had bones that had been broken
but had healed while the person was still alive. On the average, men
were about 35 years old when they died. The women usually died at a
little younger age.

These people lived during an important period of transition. In

Oklahoma, the population continued to grow slowly, and the people
began to build semi-permanent houses and to live in the same place
for most of the year. Towards the end of this period, they developed
pottery and the beginnings of horticulture. This led to the rise of the
early farming communities in Oklahoma.
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CHAPTER 3

EARLY FARMERS

A.D. 1 to A.D. 1000

The young man pounded the pole into the ground white his brother
held it upright. He used a round stone as a hammer, and the repeated
"chuck, chuck" was a rhythmic background ta the other noises the
family made as they helped to build the new house. He stopped to
wipe the sweat f rom his f ace with a forearm tanned dark brown f rom a
life lived mostly out of doors. Across the way, his wife-to-be smiled at
him from where she was helping to dig a storage pit. He smired back,
then returned to work. soon, the two of them would share this house
together.

About 2000 years ago in northcentral Oklahoma, farming began to
replace the hunter-gatherer way of life. The early farmers lived in
semi-permanent houses and stayed in the same place long enough to
raise a crop of corn, beans, squash, and sunflowers. They lived in
small hamlets of two or three houses, each occupied by members of
the same extended family in which all the people were related to one
another; they were parents, grandparents, brothers, sisters, aunts,
uncles and cousins of the same family. The early farmers also ate
game from nearby hunting areas and continued to gather wild plants.

ln the New World, farming began about 4000 to 7000 years ago.
The important American food plants-including corn, beans, squa-h,
pumpkin, and chile-were domesticated far to the south of Oklahoma
in Mexico, Central America, and South America. Sunflowers, marsn
elder, and chenopods apparently were domesticated in North Amer-
ica. The early farmers' fields were more like family garden plots than
like the large scale efforts of modern farmers. They did ail their
cultivating by hand, using wooden digging sticks and hoes with flint or
bone blades. The crops were planted in clusters so that the vines
could grow up the cornstalks, making tending and harvesting easier
for the farmers.

Most of the corn was allowed to become fully mature and dry on the
cob before it was harvested. The dried corn would keep indefinitely
and so provide food throughout the winter. The hard kernels of dried
corn were made into meal by being ground in sandstone basins with
rough-surfaced grinding stones. Many particles of sandstone came
loose from the milling basin and were mixed with the corn meal. This
resulted in extreme wear on the teeth, often causing abscesses.

Archeologists cannot yet tell us who oklahoma's first prehistoric
farmers were, but there are four regions in the state where a farming
way of life developed. These are: 1) along the Grand River in north-
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Early fa

Early farmers ground corn and other foods in sandstone grinding basins. 
Photo from Oklahoma Archeological Survey Files. 
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Early farmers' pots must have been propped up to stay upright

d/
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eastern oklahoma ,2) in the ouachita Mountains in the southeast, 3)in the cross Timbers of central oklahoma , and 4) along the cimmar_ron River in the western panhandle. we know fi;i ahout the earlyfarmers who lived in the northeast and northcentralluit, of the state.These people made pottery and stone toors that rooked rike those
pad,e by the early farming people of western Missouri. Either some ofthe latter moved to okrahoma to rive, or ro*. 

-oi 
ih. toragers otnortheastern okrahoma rearned about farming trom tnLi,, neigh*uors rnMissouri. The peopre in the Mississippivaileyirso iniiuLnced okraho-ma's early farmers.

POTTERY:

. - 
Pottery, or the idea_ of making it, probabry came from both theMiss,issippi Valley and IVissouri re'gions. Trre foragers useo skin bagsand baskets because they were lightweight and"oroore-important

considerations for nomadic peoptelruho rrio to ne aoie to carryail theirhousehold goods with them on their seasonal rounds. But as p"opr.
settled in permanent. dweilings, pottery became pri.ii."r.
, clay is easiry worked intda variety of shapes Vut once fired, itogggmes pottery, a new material with new properties. Baking the clayat,high temperatures causes chemical ctranges in ii. rrr. resurting pot
is.hard, capable of holding water, and very re-sistant to heat. Temper_
whi.ch modern potters cair grog-is added to the cray olrore ;h;pirgso that the vesser won't break during firing. lre edrLv potters usedground bone, sand, ground shell, and othdr materials as temper.

eastern Oklahoma, 2) in the Ouachita Mountains in the southeast, 3) 
in the Cross Timbers of central Oklahoma, and 4) along the Cimmar­
ron River in the western panhandle. We know most about the early 
farmers who lived in the northeast and northcentral parts of the state. 
These people made pottery and stone tools that looked like those 
made by the early farming people of western Missouri. Either some of 
the latter moved to Oklahoma to live, or some of the foragers of 
northeastern Oklahoma learned about farming from their neighbors in 
Missouri. The people in the Mississippi Valley also influenced Oklaho­
ma's early farmers. 

POTTERY: 

Pottery, or the idea of making it, probably came from both the 
Mississippi Valley and Missouri regions. The foragers used skin bags 
and baskets because they were lightweight and durable-important 
considerations for nomadic people who had to be able to carryall their 
household goods with them on their seasonal rounds. But as people 
settled in permanent dwellings, pottery became practical. 

Clay is easily worked into a variety of shapes. Yet once fired, it 
becomes pottery, a new material with new properties. Baking the clay 
at high temperatures causes chemical changes in it. The resulting pot 
is hard, capable of holding water, and very resistant to heat. Temper­
which modern potters call grog-is added to the clay before shaping 
so that the vessel won 't break during firing. The early potters used 
ground bone, sand , ground shell , and other materials as temper. 

Early farmers ' pots must have been propped up to stay upright. 
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Making pottery was traditionaily women's work among the historic

Native American societies, so archeologists think that th5 first potters
were probably women. we know about the type of pottery made
during this period from the pot sherds that have t5ben tound. p6ttery is
brittle, but the broken pieces-the pot sherds-may last for thousands
of years. Archeologists almost never f ind a whole pilt and seldom even
enough sherds from the same pot to reconstruct ii. The pots may have
been broken and discarded-as we throw away brokeri dishes iooay.
Then they may have been further broken by natural forces sucn as
streams or pressure from the ground. some societies ritually,,killed,,
vessels used in burials and ceremonies by knocking a hole inthem. In
modern times, construction machinery destroys many artifacts, and
treasure hunters break them and scatter the pieces with their careless,
unscientific digging. Despite these problems, archeologists have
found enough evidence to teil something about how the eaily farmers
made their vessels.

The potters used a coiling technique. They rolled the clay out in
ropes and coiled them one layer on top of the other to form the body of
the pot, pinching the coils together as they worked. some potters set
the base of the pot in a basket or gourd while they worked. when the
clay.dried gnoqgh to be firm but not hard, the pott6r often finished it by
cord-marking. Using a smooth rock in one hand and a cord-wrapped
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The first pots were simple and utilitarian.
Photo from Oklahoma Acheological Survey Files.
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- Making pottery was traditionally women's work among the historic 
Native American societies, so archeologists think that the first potters 
were probably women. We know about the type of pottery made 
during this period from the pot sherds that have been found. Pottery is 
brittle, but the broken pieces-the pot sherds-may last for thousands 
of years. Archeologists almost never find a whole pot and seldom even 
enough sherds from the same pot to reconstruct it. The pots may have 
been broken and discarded-as we throwaway broken dishes today. 
Then they may have been further broken by natural forces such as 
streams or pressure from the ground. Some societies ritually "killed" 
vessels used in burials and ceremonies by knocking a hole in them. In 
modern times , construction machinery destroys many artifacts, and 
treasure hunters break them and scatter the pieces with their careless, 
unscientific digging. Despite these problems, archeologists have 
found enough evidence to tell something about how the early farmers 
made their vessels. 

The potters used a coiling technique. They rolled the clay out in 
ropes and coiled them one layer on top of the other to form the body of 
the pot, pinching the coils together as they worked. Some potters set 
the base of the pot in a basket or gourd while they worked. When the 
clay dried enough to be firm but not hard, the potter often finished it by 
cord-marking. Using a smooth rock in one hand and a cord-wrapped 
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The first pots were simple and utilitarian. 
Photo from Oklahoma Acheological Survey Files. 
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paddle in the other, she beat the outside of the pot with the paddle' The

fock held on the inside supported the wall of the pot as she pounded,

keeping it from collapsing. Sometimes, the pots also were decorated

wltfi siilpfe designs'arorind the rim. Archeologists are not sure why

these women cord-marked their pots. The pounding thinned the walls

otlh" pot, making it lighter weight for its size, and it also sealed the

coils together moie firilty. These may have been.considerations' On

the othdr hand, the women may srmply have liked the decorative effect

of the cord-marking. Archeotogists can Sometimes answer the "what"

and "how" of the past, but the "why" may never be answereo'

These early pots were shaped much like the baskets and skin bags

that had been used before. They were usually oval or egg-shaped,

with the bottom either pointed oi rounded. This meant that the pots

needed to be propped r-ip to stay upright. Probably, they were propped

uo with rocks or lumps oi clay inihe fire, or the bottom was set in a hole,

then hot coals piled around the sides.

TOOLS:

while women made the pottery, it appears that the men made the

tools of stone and wood. Axes of ihipped and ground stone were used

to cut down trees to make temporary shelters and wooden tools' One

iype of axe is called a grooved axe because of the groove around the

idnter that made it ea"sier to fasten the axe head to the handle' The

early farmers also made double-bitted axes-they had a cutting edg.e

at both ends-and adzes. An adze differs from an axe in that it is
fastened to the handle so that the cutting blade faces down, making it

useful for jobs like hollowrng out logs. The early far,mers also made

celts of poiished and ground stone. The celts were lrke a small axe-
usually about 4 to 6 i-nches long and 1 or 2 inches wide-and were

sometlmes sharpened at both ends. They were smooth in the middle

*it' ro groove for attaching a handle. some archeologists believe that

the celti may have had a ceremonial function'
By A.D. 5O0, there were small farming villages along the Arkansas,

veidigiis, and'Grand Rivers and their tiibutaries. By A.D. 700, there

*ete 
-uillages as far south as the Arbuckle Mountains' The early

farmers selected places of mixed forest and prairie to live. Their tiny

uiltug". were located in fertile valleys where the soil was easy to till

,iin! their tools of wood, bone, and stone. The open prairies were

unsu-itable for early farming techniques Since the grasses growlng on

them set down long, tough-roots through the sod, making the soil too

difficult to till with ttie tools available then. lt wasn't until modern times

when metal plow blades became widely available that farming on the
prairies became practical. The early farmers used the prairies primari-

iv as a hunting qround for deer, bison, and other game'
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paddle in the other, she beat the outside of the pot with the paddle. The 
rock held on the inside supported the wall of the pot as she pounded, 
keeping it from collapsing. Sometimes, the pots also were decorated 
with simple designs around the rim . Archeologists are not sure why 
these women cord-marked their pots. The pounding thinned the walls 
of the pot, making it lighter weight for its size, and it also sealed the 
coils together more firmly . These may have been considerations. On 
the other hand, the women may simply have liked the decorative effect 
of the cord-marking . Archeologists can sometimes answer the "what" 
and "how" of the past, but the "why" may never be answered. 

These early pots were shaped much like the baskets and skin bags 
that had been used before. They were usually oval or egg-shaped , 
with the bottom either pointed or rounded. This meant that the pots 
needed to be propped up to stay upright. Probably, they were propped 
up with rocks or lumps of clay in the fire , or the bottom was set in a hole, 
then hot coals piled around the sides. 

TOOLS: 

While women made the pottery, it appears that the men made the 
tools of stone and wood. Axes of chipped and ground stone were used 
to cut down trees to make temporary shelters and wooden tools . One 
type of axe is called a grooved axe because of the groove around the 
center that made it easier to fasten the axe head to the handle. The 
early farmers also made double-bitted axes-they had a cutting edge 
at both ends-and adzes. An adze differs from an axe in that it is 
fastened to the handle so that the cutting blade faces down, making it 
useful for jobs like hollowing out logs. The early farmers also made 
celts of polished and ground stone. The celts were like a small axe­
usually about 4 to 6 inches long and 1 or 2 inches wide-and were 
sometimes sharpened at both ends. They were smooth in the middle 
with no groove for attaching a handle. Some archeologists believe that 
the celts may have had a ceremonial function. 

By A.D. 500, there were small farming villages along the Arkansas , 
Verdigris , and Grand Rivers and their tributaries. By A.D. 700, there 
were villages as far south as the Arbuckle Mountains. The early 
farmers selected places of mixed forest and prairie to live. Their tiny 
villages were located in fertile valleys where the soil was easy to till 
using their tools of wood, bone, and stone. The open prairies were 
unsuitable for early farming techniques since the grasses growing on 
them set down long , tough roots through the sad , making the soil too 
difficult to till with the tools available then. It wasn't until modern times 
when metal plow blades became widely available that farming on the 
prairies became practical. The early farmers used the prairies primari ­
ly as a hunting ground for deer, bison, and other game. 
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HOUSES:

The early farmers' houses, while more elaborate than any shelters

built previously, weie still lightly constructed, easily assembled build-

rgi.'fl"r. farmers Oiou. pdt"sinto the ground to for.m a framework,

and this was covered wiifr grass thatch or cane matting to form the

*rtft The people made circlrlar hearths out of limestone or other rock

"no 
oug shatlow, basin-shaped pits that they used for storage and,

ti.rfry, iritrish. A few artifacts, burned rocks from the hearths, and

some shallow trash pitt tuy be all that remain to mark the location of

,rV ."tfy iutt.tt' hamlet. 
-By 

careful study of such clues, archeolo-

glrit .uri reconstruct what lif6 was like for the people living in Oklaho-

ma 2000 years ago.

HOUSES: 

The early farmers' houses, while more elaborate than any shelters 

built previously, were still lightly constructed, easily assembled build­

ings. The farmers drove poles into the ground to form a framework, 

and this was covered with grass thatch or cane matting to form the 

walls. The people made circular hearths out of limestone or other rock 

and dug shallow, basin-shaped pits that they used for storage and, 

finally, for trash. A few artifacts, burned rocks from the hearths, and 

some shallow trash pits may be all that remain to mark the location of 

any early farmers' hamlet. By careful study of such clues, archeolo­

gists can reconstruct what life was like for the people living in Oklaho­

ma 2000 years ago. 
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CHAPTER 4

PLAINS VILLAGE FARMERS

A.D. 800 to A.D. 1400

The heat made the sweat run down her back and gather at the
waist of her skin skirt. she ignored it, using her bone-tipped digging
stick skillfully to dig out the weeds that threatened to strangle the
young corn. Already, it grew as high as her knees, and the tender
bean plants looped over it like a necklace. The gourds grew welltoo.
They would have a good harvestthis year. some years, there was too
little rain. Then the crops died in the fields and the people faced
hardship.

Nearby, in the shade cast by the wall of the house, her mother and
her aunts were making clay pots. They had dug the ctay from the river
bank and brought it home to make big, round-bottomed cooking
pofs. The rest of the extended family had gone to hunt buffalo. when
they returned, there would be fresh meat to eat and dry, hides to tan,
and bone to be made into tools. ln the meantime, there was the
garden.

Due to a more stable food supply and improved varieties of corn, the
early farmers' population expanded. By A.D. 800, pioneering farmers
had spread into the Plains of north central and western okrahoma.
They continued to build their villages along river valleys where the soil
was easily cultivated. The remains of these villages have been found
along the valleys of the washita River, the North Fork of the Red River,
and along the Beaver River in the Panhandle.

The Plains Village farmers of central and western okrahoma had to
contend with a dryer and more variable climate than did the people
living to the east. Although more moist conditions prevailed between
A.D. 1000 to A.D. 1300, drought and violent storms were common.
The area was mostly tall-grass prairie with a few trees growing near
the streams. The people grew crops in garden-like plots, hunted local
game, and occasionally fished. Archeologists have found the remains
of corn, beans, and gourds, and the farmers probably also grew
squash, pumpkins, sunflowers, and tobacco. The women apparently
tended the crops; hoes and digging sticks have been found in some
women's graves, but none have yet been found in men's graves. The
men probably hunted since spear and arrowpoints have been found in
their graves. A similar, sex-based division of labor was common
among historic Native Americans.

Deer and buffalo supplied most of the meat, hides, and bones for
toois and ornaments. The hunters also killed elk, antelope, wolf,
badger, coyote, raccoon, beaver, lynx, opossum, rabbit, squirrel, and
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other game. They hunted wild turkey, ducks, and crow, and they took

fish, m"ussels, and turtles from the rivers. The hunters used bows and

arrows and Spears, and they may have used traps, Snares, deadfalls,

or oits. There is no evidence of the buffalo jumps and surrounds

common during the time of the big game hunters, so hunting was

probably done by only one or two men at a time'' 
The women planted- their crops near the villages, tending th-em with

tools of bone and wood. Digging sticks were made from buffalo leg

bones, hoe blades from buffaio shoulder blades or skulls, and sickles

were made from deer jaws. The Plains Village farmers also gathered

many wild plants for food, dyes, and medicine. Hickory nuts and

walnuts, hackberry seeds, wild cherries, plums, persimmons, and

many other plants grew nearby. Corn and Some seeds were ground in

millirig basins, and mortars were used to crush other foods.

rooo was stored in underground pits called cache pits by

ur.l-'.ologists. These pits were larger and deeper than those dug by

the earlyTarmers. They were f rom Cto S feet deep and 3 to 5 feet wide'

The caihe pits probably functioned like root cellars, keeping-the dried

corn or other food cool and sealing it away from scavengers. Eventual-

ly, insects and other vermin penetrated the pits, making them no

filhger usefulfor storage. When this happened, the pits were used for

dumping trash and debris.
The women cooked over fireplaces, either indoors or outside. The

interior fireplaces were better made and show more signs of use' They

provided heat and light as well as being a place for cooking' Much of

ifre tood was cooked in pottery vessels. The pots must have been

placed directly over or in the fiie since many of the pot sherds from

village sites oi this period often have a thin, carbonized layer on the
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other game. They hunted wild turkey, ducks, and crow, and they took 
fish, mussels, and turtles from the rivers. The hunters used bows and 
arrows and spears, and they may have used traps, snares, deadfalls, 
or pits. There is no evidence of the buffalo jumps and surrounds 
common during the time of the big game hunters, so hunting was 
probably done by only one or two men at a time. 

The women planted their crops near the villages, tending them with 
tools of bone and wood. Digging sticks were made from buffalo leg 
bones, hoe blades from buffalo shoulder blades or skulls, and sickles 
were made from deer jaws. The Plains Village farmers also gathered 
many wild plants for food, dyes, and medicine. Hickory nuts and 
walnuts, hackberry seeds, wild cherries, plums, persimmons, and 
many other plants grew nearby. Corn and some seeds were ground in 
milling basins, and mortars were used to crush other foods. 

Food was stored in underground pits called cache pits by 
archeologists. These pits were larger and deeper than those dug by 
the early farmers. They were from 3 to 5 feet deep and 3 to 5 feet wide. 
The cache pits probably functioned like root cellars, keeping the dried 
corn or other food cool and sealing it away from scavengers. Eventual­
ly, insects and other vermin penetrated the pits, making them no 
longer useful for storage. When this happened, the pits were used for 
dumping trash and debris. 

The women cooked over fireplaces, either indoors or outside. The 
interior fireplaces were better made and show more signs of use. They 
provided heat and light as well as being a place for cooking. Much of 
the food was cooked in pottery vessels. The pots must have been 
placed directly over or in the fire since many of the pot sherds from 
village sites of this period often have a thin , carbonized layer on the 
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Washita Focus figurine fragment showing lines which probably represent a necklace
and sash. (Actual size.)

Photo from Stovall Museum Files.

outside of the sherd. These pots were made by the coil method. The
outsides were usually smooth, although some were cord-marked.
occasionally, the pots were decorated with small nodes or indenta-
tions, but the majority were plain. The women made bowls and cook-
ing pots. The pots usually held 1 or 2 quarts, but some of the larger
ones held as much as 2 or 3 gallons. crude clay figurines may hJve
been made as dolls for children. The figurines usuatty have cylihdrical
bodies with a head, nose, and breasts but no arms or iegs. Some of the
mar.ks 9l lhe figurines may represent jewelry or clothing or tatooing.

The Plains Village farmers stiil rived in very small grorips. A haml6t
might have from 2to 12 houses and, usualiy, lesslrran t00 inhabi-
tants. The hamlets were scattered along the rivers and therr tributar-
ies-some miles apart and others within sight of one another. The
houses were square or rectangurar in floor pian with walls from 20 to
28 feet long. A framework of wooden posts 5 to g inches in diameter
formed. the support for the walls. The posts were set upright in holes
averaging about 10 inches deep and 25 inches apart. the space
between the posts was filled with sticks or cane, and then the walls
were plastered with dautr-a mixture of clay and grass. The finished
walls were probably B to 10 inches thick. center-posts supported a
steeply pitched roof of grass thatch whose eaves probably hung well
out over the walls to keep the daub from being washed away when it
rained. Logs of red cedar and other trees were used for the oosts and
must have presented considerable problems in cuttinq and transoor-
tation, The logs may have been floated down the riv6r, or they may
have been dragged to the village in winter over the slick, ice-covered
ground.

The Plains Village farmers made tools from a varietv of materials.
Bone was used foi hoes, sickles, digging sticki, tiifeis, and arrow-
points. They used pecked and ground stone for milling basins, mor-
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Washita Focus figurine fragment showing lines which probably represent a necklace 
and sash. (Actual size.) 

Photo from Stovall Museum Files. 

outside of the sherd. These pots were made by the coil method. The 
outsides were usually smooth, although some were cord-marked . 
Occasionally, the pots were decorated with small nodes or indenta­
tions, but the majority were plain. The women made bowls and cook­
ing pots. The pots usually held 1 or 2 quarts, but some of the larger 
ones held as much as 2 or 3 gallons. Crude clay figurines may have 
been made as dolls for children. The figurines usually have cylindrical 
bodies with a head, nose, and breasts but no arms or legs. Some of the 
marks on the figurines may represent jewelry or clothing or tatooing. 

The Plains Village farmers still lived in very small groups. A hamlet 
might have from 2 to 12 houses and, usually, less than 100 inhabi­
tants. The hamlets were scattered along the rivers and their tributar­
ies-some miles apart and others within sight of one another. The 
houses were square or rectangular in floor plan with walls from 20 to 
28 feet long. A framework of wooden posts 5 to 8 inches in diameter 
formed the support for the walls. The posts were set upright in holes 
averaging about 10 inches deep and 25 inches apart. The space 
between the posts was filled with sticks or cane, and then the walls 
were plastered with daub--a mixture of clay and grass. The finished 
walls were probably 8 to 10 inches thick. Center posts supported a 
steeply pitched roof of grass thatch whose eaves probably hung well 
out over the walls to keep the daub from being washed away when it 
rained. Logs of red cedar and other trees were used for the posts and 
must have presented considerable problems in cutting and transpor­
tation. The logs may have been floated down the river, or they may 
have been dragged to the village in winter over the slick, ice-covered 
ground. 

The Plains Village farmers made tools from a variety of materials. 
Bone was used for hoes, sickles, digging sticks, flakers, and arrow­
points. They used pecked and ground stone for milling basins, mor-
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tars, and hammerstones, celts, grooved abraders for smoothing-

arrowshafts or bone tools, whetstones, knives, and several kinds of

scrapers. Wood was probably used too, but no wooden tools have

survived.
The western farmers buried their dead in cemeteries near their

villages. Specialists have studied the bones found in the burials and

*erd able to learn approximately how old these people were at the

time of death and to teil something about the state of their health' They

found that the Plains Village farmers lived a harsh, physically demand-

ing life. Less than nalf of the people lived long-e_nough to reach

pJberty. Of these, less than a quarter lived to age_35. Almost no one

iived past 55 years of age. More than one-third of the newborn died

beforb they were ayear otO. Yet the Plains Village farmers' health was

gen;rarry lood. Th6y suffered from arthritis and tooth decay; a few of

ine Oeaths were due to violence in feuds or raids; but the majority died

young because the harsh struggle for existence exhausted them at an

i:arty"age. These people were a little smaller than modern Americans'

The'men averaged about 5 feet 6 inches and the women about 5 feet
1/zinch. The bu-rials were simple. The body was usually placed in a

curled up position with the head facing east. A socially prominent

p"tJon't'burial might have a few grave goods such.as a pot or tools

ifrat tf'" person hld used during life, but these offerings were not

elaborate.

THE ROY SMITH SITE:

The way of life of the Plains Village farmers of the Oklahoma

Panhandle was similar to that of the farmers in south-central oklaho-
ma. Their houses, however, are unique because of their stone founda-

tions. The Roy Smith site in Beaver County was inhabited by Plains

Vittug" farmers from A.D. 1250 to A.D. 1450. The site is located along

the deaver River in the semi-arid High Plains region. The farmers

gr.*.otn and other crops and hunted 6uffalo. The site was excavated

in 1965 by a University of Oklahoma field school in archeology' The

excavatois found that the sandstone slabs forming the walls of the

house rested directly on bedrock. The slabs had been pecked into

rough rectangles and were held upright by clay packed around the

basis. The slibs were no more than 3 ieet high. In some wallsections,
another layer may have been added for height'

The wesi wall of the house ran unbroken for about 70 feet. Along this

wall, five areas were sectioned off into rooms averaging 151/zieetby.

111/zleel.There may have been a family living in each room, and all of

the inhabitants were probably part of the same extended family' The

archeologists also found 4 post holes in the main room at the southern

end of tfr6 Ouitding. They had been pecked into the hard bedrock floor

t,o hold upright po-les. The poles supported crossbeams that probably

were cover6d wittr tree limbs and thatched with long grass to form the

tars, and hammerstones, celts, grooved abraders for smoothing 
arrows hafts or bone tools, whetstones, knives, and several kinds of 
scrapers. Wood was probably used too, but no wooden tools have 
survived. 

The western farmers buried their dead in cemeteries near their 
villages. Specialists have studied the bones found in the burials and 
were able to learn approximately how old these people were at the 
time of death and to tell something about the state of their health. They 
found that the Plains Village farmers lived a harsh, physically demand­
ing life. Less than half of the people lived long enough to reach 
puberty. Of these, less than a quarter lived to age 35. Almost no one 
lived past 55 years of age. More than one-third of the newborn died 
before they were a year old. Yet the Plains Village farmers ' health was 
generally good. They suffered from arthritis and tooth decay; a few of 
the deaths were due to violence in feuds or raids; but the majority died 
young because the harsh struggle for existence exhausted them at an 
early age. These people were a little smaller than modern Americans. 
The men averaged about 5 feet 6 inches and the women about 5 feet 
% inch. The burials were simple. The body was usually placed in a 
curled up position with the head facing east. A socially prominent 
person 's burial might have a few grave goods such as a pot or tools 
that the person had used during life, but these offerings were not 
elaborate. 

THE ROY SMITH SITE: 

The way of life of the Plains Village farmers of the Oklahoma 
Panhandle was similar to that of the farmers in south-central Oklaho­
ma. Their houses, however, are unique because of their stone founda­
tions. The Roy Smith site in Beaver County was inhabited by Plains 
Village farmers from A.D. 1250 to A.D. 1450. The site is located along 
the Beaver River in the semi-arid High Plains region. The farmers 
grew corn and other crops and hunted buffalo. The site was excavated 
in 1965 by a University of Oklahoma field school in archeology. The 
excavators found that the sandstone slabs forming the walls of the 
house rested directly on bedrock. The slabs had been pecked into 
rough rectangles and were held upright by clay packed around the 
bases. The slabs were no more than 3 feet high. In some wall sections, 
another layer may have been added for height. 

The west wall of the house ran unbroken for about 70 feet. Along this 
wall , five areas were sectioned off into rooms averaging 15% feet by 
11 % feet. There may have been a family living in each room, and all of 
the inhabitants were probably part of the same extended family. The 
archeologists also found 4 post holes in the main room at the southern 
end of the building. They had been pecked into the hard bedrock floor 
to hold upright poles. The poles supported crossbeams that probably 
were covered with tree limbs and thatched with long grass to form the 
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The Roy Smith house is unusual because its walls were built of stone. Shown are the
main room, entrance way, and a possible storage room.

Photo from Oklahoma Archeoloqical Survev Files.

room. This main room was rectangular, running 171/zfeelfrom east to
west and 15 feet north to south. A long, narrow entryway in the east
wall led into the room from outside. The entryway was about Z feet
long and a little more than 11/zteet wide.

Two areas contained large quantities of bone and flint. These rooms
may have been used to prepare food, make flaked stone tools, and
work hides. Three small rooms on the southeast side of the house
probably were used to store crops. Tools associated with farming
have sometimes been found in similar circular rooms at other Panhan-
dle sites. At Roy Smith, a bone hoe and knife were found in the storage
rooms. The Plains Village farmers who lived atthe Roy Smith site grew
corn and hunted buffalo. They also hunted antelope, and ate some fish
and mussels. They made cord-marked pottery and used bows and
arrows as well as spears.

The Plains Village farmers were not isolated. Articles found at Roy
smith indicate that they traded with other Plains and southwestern
people. Most of the flaked stone tools found at the site were made of
Alibates flint, a red, brown, or blue-white flint found in the Texas
panhandle about 100 miles away. From New Mexico came obsidian.
Two small beads made from Pacific coast shells indicate that the
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The Roy Smith house is unusual because its walls were built of stone. Shown are the 
main room , entrance way, and a possible storage room. 

Photo from Oklahoma Archeological Survey Files. 

room. This main room was rectangular, running 17% feet from east to 
west and 15 feet north to south. A long, narrow entryway in the east 
wall led into the room from outside. The entryway was about 7 feet 
long and a little more than 11/2 feet wide. 

Two areas contained large quantities of bone and flint. These rooms 
may have been used to prepare food, make flaked stone tools, and 
work hides. Three small rooms on the southeast side of the house 
probably were used to store crops. Tools associated with farming 
have sometimes been found in similar circular rooms at other Panhan­
dle sites. At Roy Smith , a bone hoe and knife were found in the storage 
rooms. The Plains Village farmers who lived at the Roy Smith site grew 
corn and hunted buffalo. They also hunted antelope, and ate some fish 
and mussels. They made cord-marked pottery and used bows and 
arrows as well as spears . 

The Plains Village farmers were not isolated . Articles found at Roy 
Smith indicate that they traded with other Plains and Southwestern 
people. Most of the flaked stone tools found at the site were made of 
Alibates flint, a red , brown, or blue-white flint found in the Texas 
panhandle about 100 miles away. From New Mexico came obsidian. 
Two small beads made from Pacific Coast shells indicate that the 
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Panhandle farmers participated in a trade network that extended all
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Panhandle farmers participated in a trade network that extended all 

the way from the Pacific Ocean. This was not necessarily direct 

contact. It is possible that the exchange of ideas and goods spread 

slowly from group to group, but that the whole system made a network 

that covered a large part of western North America. 

Trade patterns, farming, and artistic skills continued to grow over 

the next few generations. Then, around 1000 years ago, there arose 

the first signs of the Caddoan culture in Oklahoma. 
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CHAPTER 5

CADDOAN MOUND BUILDERS

A.D. 1000 to A.D. 1500

Today was the day the chief's brother's bones would be carried

into the mortuary. Th'e body had already lain in the building untilthe

flesh had fatlen away from'the skeleton. Now the bones and the rich

offerings were carried tnrough the temple complex wi,th great cere-.

mony.ine Aoy watched the-preparations with excited eyes. He and

his tAmily had come from thei,ir tiny village some five miles to the west

to witness the ceremonY'
A hawk dancer passed by, wearing copper,ornaments and a

conch shett pendant necklac;. His cape of rabbitfur yarn fluttered out

behind him, showing the hawk feather design woven into it' The

young man'joinea airoup of other men dressed in the hawk regalia,

and they slowlY began danctng.
Later, the bdy sri, th" cedar pote litter carried in procession to the

tempte.' lt took'six warriors to carry it, it was so large and heaped so

higit with grave goods. The boy saw engraved conch shell cups,

cdppe, pt-ates, a"nd fresh water pearls. Heaps of shell beads and

blankets covered the bones. At tast the litter disappeared into the

io,rtuary as thesunsef glowed golden off the tree tops' The boy and

nii fiiitV went back t6 tneir tiny garden-farm,,tired but happy at

witnessing the sacred rituals correctly performed' Their leaders were

strong, and the PeoPle were safe'

The period from A.D. 1 000 to A.D. 1 400 saw the rise of the caddoan

rornd builders in eastern oklahoma. These people-called cad-

Ooan atter their language family-were probably the ancestors of the

historic Caddo anO"Wldfrita confederacies visited by Spanish explor-

ers in the sixteenth century. The Caddoan people of .eastern Oklaho-

ri *"r" one of the most western groups to share in the Mississippian

culture common to many tribes in the southeastern United states. All

of these people, in turn, were influenced by the central American

pyramiO build'ers. Centrai American ties can be seen in certain pottery

iiytes, in the construction of large mounds-some with temples on

them and others containing mo-rtuaries for the elite dead-and in

runy of the art motifs. Th; major centers of Caddoan culture in

eastern oklahoma were at the Harlan and Norman sites in wagoner

inJ Cf'.tokee Counties and at the Spiro Mounds in LeFlore County'

There were many smaller regional centers-such as Reed, Eufaula,
pairis, and Hughes Mounds-that were also extremely important'

over 1000 years ago some archeologists believethat a people who

had lived in Louisiani and east Texas migrated to Oklahoma' These

farmers grew corn, beans, squash, sunflowers, and tobacco. They

CHAPTER 5 

CADDOAN MOUND BUILDERS 

A.D. 1000 to A.D. 1500 

Today was the day the chief's brother's bones would be carried 

into the mortuary. The body had already lain in the building until the 

flesh had fallen away from the skeleton. Now the bones and the rich 

offerings were carried through the temple complex with great cere­

mony. The boy watched the preparations with excited eyes. He and 

his family had come from their tiny village some five miles to the west 

to witness the ceremony. 
A hawk dancer passed by, wearing copper ornaments and a 

conch shell pendant necklace. His cape of rabbit fur yarn fluttered out 

behind him, showing the hawk feather design woven into it. The 

young man joined a group of other men dressed in the hawk regalia, 

and they slowly began dancing. 
Later, the boy saw the cedar pole litter carried in procession to the 

temple. It took six warriors to carry it, it was so large and heaped so 

high with grave goods. The boy saw engraved conch shell cups, 

copper plates, and fresh water pearls. Heaps of shell beads and 

blankets covered the bones. At last the litter disappeared into the 

mortuary as the sunset glowed golden off the tree tops. The boy and 

his family went back to their tiny garden-farm, tired but happy at 

witnessing the sacred rituals correctly performed. Their leaders were 

strong, and the people were safe. 

The period from A. D. 1000 to A. D. 1400 saw the rise of the Caddoan 

mound builders in eastern Oklahoma. These people-called Cad­

doan after their language family-were probably the ancestors of the 

historic Caddo and Wichita confederacies visited by Spanish explor­

ers in the sixteenth century. The Caddoan people of eastern Oklaho­

ma were one of the most western groups to share in the Mississippian 

culture common to many tribes in the Southeastern United States. All 

of these people, in turn, were influenced by the Central American 

pyramid builders. Central American ties can be seen in certain pottery 

styles, in the construction of large mounds-some with temples on 

them and others containing mortuaries for the elite dead-and in 

many of the art motifs. The major centers of Caddoan culture in 

eastern Oklahoma were at the Harlan and Norman sites in Wagoner 

and Cherokee Counties and at the Spiro Mounds in LeFlore County. 

There were many smaller regional centers-such as Reed , Eufaula, 

Parris, and Hughes Mounds-that were also extremely important. 

Over 1000 years ago some archeologists believe that a people who 

had lived in Louisiana and east Texas migrated to Oklahoma. These 

farmers grew corn, beans, squash , sunflowers, and tobacco. They 
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gathered nettles for making cloth as well as other wild plants The

iabor was probably divided between men'S work and women's work as

it was in historic tlmes. The men hunted, helped in building houses,

maoe war, led the political life, and broke ground for planting Thg

women tended the crops after they were planted, kept house, took

care of the children, made pottery, and also helped in the house

building. The crops were planted on the fertile bottomland. The early

i"rr.ti used digging tools of bone, wood, and f lint that worked well on

the rich, silty floodPlains.
The peofle may have been matrilineal, tracing their descent

through the femals line. lmportant ancestors in a matrilineal society

are o;e's mother, her sister, one's grandmother, and so on. Children

inherit from their mothers and their mother's brothers. In such

societies, women often have a great deal of power'
The early Caddoans constructed houses and temples that were

square or rectangular in f loor plan with four center posts to support the

roof. Some later structures had only two center posts and a few were

circular. To begin the building, a row of posts was set upright in the

ground. Smalle"r saplings and/or cane were laid vertically between the

iogs to form the wallsl A single entrance, often with an extended

do'orway, was the only way in. The walls were covered with daub, and

the roof was thatched with grass.

THE HARLAN SITE:

The Harlan site in Cherokee County is the earliest known ma1or

center of Caddoan culture in Oklahoma, although it is younger than

similar sites in Texas and Louisiana. The site was excavated in 1949,

1 950, and 1 958, before it was covered by the waters of the Fort Gibson

reservoir. The excavations were directed by Dr. Robert E. Bell of the

University of Oklahoma.
The Harlan site consisted of one large mound, three Smaller

mounds, and one compound mound Composed of three small, linked

mounds. The whole site covered an area of about 20 acres. The main

burial mound contained the fragmentary remains of 127 individuals

and numerous artifacts. Most of the burials had deteriorated to the
point where only the teeth, the long bones of the legs, or portions of the

skulls remained.
Most of the people were buried lying on their sides in a flexed

position. Many of the burials were disarticulated-the bones had been

cleaned, and ihe skeleton was placed in position before the burial' The

artifacts found were generally grave goods included with the burials.

The grave goods in ihe upper class burials were often luxury items

wher6as th6se in a poorer person'S burialwere often the objects he or

she had used in daiiy life. The inclusion of grave goods probably was a

means of showing concern and respect for the dead'

Grave goods found at the Harlan site included such items aS arrow-
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gathered nettles for making cloth as well as other wild plants. The 
labor was probably divided between men's work and women's work as 
it was in historic times. The men hunted, helped in building houses, 
made war, led the political life, and broke ground for planting. The 
women tended the crops after they were planted, kept house, took 
care of the children, made pottery, and also helped in the house 
building. The crops were planted on the fertile bottomland. The early 
farmers used digging tools of bone, wood, and flint that worked well on 
the rich, silty floodplains. 

The people may have been matrilineal, tracing their descent 
through the female line. Important ancestors in a matrilineal society 
are one's mother, her sister, one's grandmother, and so on. Children 
inherit from their mothers and their mother 's brothers. In such 
societies, women often have a great deal of power. 

The early Caddoans constructed houses and temples that were 
square or rectangular in floor plan with four center posts to support the 
roof. Some later structures had only two center posts and a few were 
circular. To begin the building , a row of posts was set upright in the 
ground. Smaller saplings and/or cane were laid vertically between the 
logs to form the walls. A single entrance, often with an extended 
doorway, was the only way in. The walls were covered with daub, and 
the roof was thatched with grass. 

THE HARLAN SITE: 

The Harlan site in Cherokee County is the earliest known major 
center of Caddoan culture in Oklahoma, although it is younger than 
similar sites in Texas and Louisiana. The site was excavated in 1949, 
1950, and 1958, before it was covered by the waters of the Fort Gibson 
reservoir. The excavations were directed by Dr. Robert E. Bell of the 
University of Oklahoma. 

The Harlan site consisted of one large mound, three smaller 
mounds, and one compound mound composed of three small , linked 
mounds. The whole site covered an area of about 20 acres. The main 
burial mound contained the fragmentary remains of 127 individuals 
and numerous artifacts. Most of the burials had deteriorated to the 
point where only the teeth, the long bones of the legs, or portions of the 
skulls remained. 

Most of the people were buried lying on their sides in a flexed 
position. Many of the burials were disarticulated-the bones had been 
cleaned, and the skeleton was placed in position before the burial. The 
artifacts found were generally grave goods included with the burials. 
The grave goods in the upper class burials were often luxury items 
whereas those in a poorer person 's burial were often the objects he or 
she had used in daily life. The inclusion of grave goods probably was a 
means of showing concern and respect for the dead. 

Grave goods found at the Harlan site included such items as arrow-
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These artifacts are from the Harlan site in Cherokee County : a) celt , b) earspool , c) 
stone spud, d) bone awl , and e) knife . 

Photos courtesy of the Oklahoma Anthropological Society. 
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points, spearpoints, stone knives, engraved pottery vessels, beads of
shell, stone, and wood, stone pipes, cane matting, earspools (a type of
earring), various objects covered with a thin veneer of copper-such
as beads and earspools-and a long-nosed god maskette of copper.
This maskette was small-about the size of the oalm of one's hand-
and was probably worn as part of a headdress. Archeologists also
found a stone spud and stone and shell hoe blades. Organic stains in
the soil indicated that there may have been other grave goods that
weren't preserved.

',$i:'.'1;,: ,"1'

The pattern of postholes from this house at the Harlan site helps archeologists to
understand how the Caddoan people built their house.

Photo courtesy of the Oklahoma Anthropological Society.

T-shaped stone pipe from the Spiro Mounds site. (Not to scale.)
Photo from Stovall Museum Files.

W
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points , spearpoints , stone knives, engraved pottery vessels, beads of 
shell , stone, and wood , stone pipes, cane matting , earspools (a type of 
earring) , various objects covered with a thin veneer of copper-such 
as beads and earspools-and a long-nosed god maskette of copper. 
This maskette was small-about the size of the palm of one's hand­
and was probably worn as part of a headdress. Archeologists also 
found a stone spud and stone and shell hoe blades. Organic stains in 
the soil indicated that there may have been other grave goods that 
weren 't preserved. 

The pattern of postholes from this house at the Harlan site helps archeologists to 
understand how the Caddoan people built their house. 

Photo courtesy of the Oklahoma Anthropological Society. 

T-shaped stone pipe from the Spiro Mounds site. (Not to scale.) 
Photo from Stovall Museum Files. 
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The excavators found little evidence of people living near the

mounds. lnstead, the site served as a mortuary and religious center for

the scattered farming communities located along the Grand River

Valley and Fourteen Mile Creek. The site dates from about A'D' 700 to

A.D. i400, but its heaviest period of use was from A.D. 900 to A.D.

f iOO. Probably the priests or some other caretakers lived in the few

houses discovered on the site. The earlier burials have few gr?Ye

gooo., and these burials were usually of a simple type. Later burials

5ec"t" increasingly elaborate. This elaboratlon reached its peak at

the Spiro Mounds site, some 90 miles downstream'

THE SPIRO MOUNDS:

The most famous Caddoan site in Oklahoma is the Spiro Mounds

site in LeFlore County. lt is known not only for the extraordinary and

well preserved artifacis recovered but also is famous for the controver-

sy that surrounded its first excavations. The mounds were known to

the local inhabitants for nearly 100 years before they received any

attention from the scientific community. Most of the people living-near

the site in the 1930s were descendants'of choctaws and of their freed

slaves who had received their land allotments after the civil war when

they were made members of the tribe. These people were familiar with

thehounds found in other parts of the Southeast and so knew that the

Splro Mounds contained burials. This made them sacred ground, and

p
p

)y

This drawing is based upon a photograph of craig Mound taken by James Thoburn

in December, 1913.
Original photo from Stovall Museum Files.
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The excavators found little evidence of people living near the 
mounds. Instead, the site served as a mortuary and religious center for 
the scattered farming communities located along the Grand River 
Valley and Fourteen Mile Creek. The site dates from about AD. 700 to 
AD. 1400, but its heaviest period of use was from AD. 900 to AD. 
1200. Probably the priests or some other caretakers lived in the few 
houses discovered on the site . The earlier burials have few grave 
goods, and these burials were usually of a simple type. Later burials 
became increasingly elaborate. This elaboration reached its peak at 
the Spiro Mounds site, some 90 miles downstream. 

THE SPIRO MOUNDS: 

The most famous Caddoan site in Oklahoma is the Spiro Mounds 
site in LeFlore County. It is known not only for the extraordinary and 
well preserved artifacts recovered but also is famous for the controver­
sy that surrounded its first excavations. The mounds were known to 
the local inhabitants for nearly 100 years before they received any 
attention from the scientific community. Most of the people living near 
the site in the 1930s were descendants 'of Choctaws and of their freed 
slaves who had received their land allotments after the Civil War when 
they were made members of the tribe. These people were familiar with 
the mounds found in other parts of the Southeast and so knew that the 
Spiro Mounds contained burials. This made them sacred ground, and 

This drawing is based upon a photograph of Craig Mound taken by James Thoburn 
in December, 1913. 

Original photo from Stovall Museum Files . 
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Members of the Pocora M.il'l^g company at craig Mound. They herd the rease on theSpiro Mounds site from tggC until tgiS.
Photo from Stovall Museum Files.

therefore they were left unmolested until commercial diggers began
work on the site in the 1930s.

From 1933 to 193s, the "pocola Mining company,, held a lease on
ll?.:il":f_hgy d.yg into the mounds and iarrie il aiay many artifacts
tnat were sotd at high prices in the east coast markets. Dr. cirl Guthe,
then chairman of the National Research council committee on state
Archeologlcal surveys, contacted Dr. Forest E. clements of the Uni_
versity of oklahomaDepartment of Anthropology for more information
about the site. Dr. clements went to see the mounds and met thegroup of men calling themselves the "pocola Mining company-" 

-

, After prolonged, difficult negotiations, Dr. clem5nts obtained a
lease on the site for the University of oklahoma which was scheduled
to begin as soon as the pocola Mining company,r 1"r.. expired. Dr.
clements then went to california for ine summ"r. H.-r.trrned to find

,. 

Members of the Pocola Mining company at Craig Mound. They held the lease on the Spiro Mounds site from 1933 until 1935. 
Photo from Stovall Museum Files. 

therefore they were left unmolested until commercial diggers began 
work on the site in the 1930s. 

From 1933 to 1935, the " Pocola Mining Company" held a lease on 
the site . They dug into the mounds and carried away many artifacts 
that were sold at high prices in the east coast markets. Dr. Carl Guthe, 
then Chairman of the National Research Council Committee on State 
Archeological Surveys, contacted Dr. Forest E. Clements of the Uni­
versity of Oklahoma Department of Anthropology for more information 
about the site . Dr. Clements went to see the mounds and met the 
group of men calling themselves the "Pocola Mining Company." 

After prolonged, difficult negotiations, Dr. Clements obtained a 
lease on the site for the University of Oklahoma which was scheduled 
to begin as soon as the Pocola Mining Company's lease expired. Dr. 
Clements then went to California for the summer. He returned to find 
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Craig Mound being excavated under the supervision of University of Oklahoma
archeologists. The University obtained the lease in 1935.

Photo from Stovall Museum Files.

Craig Mound being excavated under the supervision of University of Oklahoma 
archeologists. The University obtained the lease in 1935. 

Photo from Stovall Museum Files. 
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that the miners had continued their work despite the new state law
prohibiting digging archeological sites without a license:

I shall never forget the shock and grief I experienced when, upon my
return in the late fall, I learned that the digging had been resumed during
the summer and had been allowed to procede unmolested; that the
great mound had been tunneled through and through, gutted in a f renzy
of haste. lwent to look at it. sections of cedar potes laylcattered on th6
ground, fragments of feather and fur textiles littered ihe whole area; it
was impossible to take a single step in hundreds of square yards
around the ruined structure without scuffing up broken pieces oi pot-
tery, sections of engraved shell and beads of shell, stone, and bone.
The site was abandoned; the diggers had completed their work.

Clements 1945:56

Despite this tragic looting of the mound, the scientific excavation
Qegan in 1936 and continued through the 1941 season under Dr.
clement's overall direction. During the 1960s, Mr. Don wyckoff, okla-
homa state Archeologist, located stiil more mound sites. Due to lack of
f unds, however, excavations were not conducted at the site until 1 97g.
During the 1979 season, Mr. J. Daniel Rogers of the oklahoma
Archeological Survey conducted excavations at ttre spiro Mounds site
which were funded by the oklahoma Department of parks and rour-
ism and the U.s. Heritage conservation and Recreation service.

The mounds at spiro have yielded a tremendous amount and
variety of information and artifacts. The site consists of at least 11
mounds covering an area of approximately B0 acres. The main fea-
tures of the site are two groups of mounds: 1) craig Mound-which
contained the Great_ Mortuary-and the two ward Mounds, and 2)
Brown and copple Mounds and the other small mounds which covet
the remains of buildings.

The rulers of the Spiro site achieved their dominance over the
surrounding area due to the site's key position on the Arkansas River.
originally, there was a village on the site, as well as the mounds now
called Brown Mound and copple Mound. The Spiro elite controlled a
large area downstream and to the north and south of the site. Their
position on the Arkansas River allowed them to monopolize trade
between the Plains farmers to the west and the other major cultural
centers in the southeastern United states. They probably exercised
military control since ma[y of the ceremonial obj6cis were weapons or
weapon-derived forms. Gradually, spiro grew into a major religious
center with only a few caretakers actually living there. The villagdwas
abandoned, and the Great Mortuary was burlt. This period of"major
religious importance occurred between A.D. lzoo and A.D. 1350.
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that the miners had continued their work despite the new state law 
prohibiting digging archeological sites without a license: 

I shall never forget the shock and grief I experienced when, upon my 
return in the late fall, I learned that the digging had been resumed during 
the summer and had been allowed to procede unmolested; that the 
great mound had been tunneled through and through, gutted in a frenzy 
of haste. I went to look at it. Sections of cedar poles lay scattered on the 
ground, fragments of feather and fur textiles littered the whole area; it 
was impossible to take a single step in hundreds of square yards 
around the ruined structure without scuffing up broken pieces of pot­
tery, sections of engraved shell and beads of shell, stone, and bone. 
The site was abandoned; the diggers had completed their work. 

Clements 1945 :56 

Despite this tragic looting of the mound, the scientific excavation 
began in 1936 and continued through the 1941 season under Dr. 
Clement's overall direction. During the 1960s, Mr. Don Wyckoff, Okla­
homa State Archeologist, located still more mound sites. Due to lack of 
funds, however, excavations were not conducted at the site until 1979. 
During the 1979 season, Mr. J. Daniel Rogers of the Oklahoma 
Archeological Survey conducted excavations at the Spiro Mounds site 
which were funded by the Oklahoma Department of Parks and Tour­
ism and the U.S. Heritage Conservation and Recreation Service. 

The mounds at Spiro have yielded a tremendous amount and 
variety of information and artifacts. The site consists of at least 11 
mounds covering an area of approximately 80 acres. The main fea­
tures of the site are two groups of mounds: 1) Craig Mound-which 
contained the Great Mortuary-and the two Ward Mounds, and 2) 
Brown and Copple Mounds and the other small mounds which cover 
the remains of buildings. 

The rulers of the Spiro site achieved their dominance over the 
surrounding area due to the site's key position on the Arkansas River. 
Originally, there was a village on the site, as well as the mounds now 
called Brown Mound and Copple Mound. The Spiro elite controlled a 
large area downstream and to the north and south of the site. Their 
position on the Arkansas River allowed them to monopolize trade 
between the Plains farmers to the west and the other major cultural 
centers in the Southeastern United States. They probably exercised 
military control since many of the ceremonial objects were weapons or 
weapon-derived forms. Gradually, Spiro grew into a major religious 
center with only a few caretakers actually living there. The village was 
abandoned, and the Great Mortuary was built. This period of major 
religious importance occurred between A.D. 1200 and A.D. 1350. 

55 



During the summer of '1979, students from the University of oklahoma field school

"nO 
f..'lqh ..hool students from the Archeology in Action program participated in

further-excavations at the Spiro Mounds'- 
it',oto from Oklahoma Archeological Survey Files'
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During the summer of 1979, students from the University of Oklahoma field school 
and high school students from the Archeology in Action program participated in 
further excavations at the Spiro Mounds. 

Photo from Oklahoma Archeological Survey Files. 
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Spiroan lace. Drawn from a photo by J. Tribble, Stovall Museum Files.

The Spiro elite were part of what archeologists call a "chiefdom." In
a chiefdom, the highest ranking person had control over critical re-
sources-in this case, a monopoly over trade in luxury goods and the
products of the local farmers, as well as control of the military. Every-
one is related to everyone else in the chiefdom, but rank within the
group depends upon how closely one is related to the chief . The closer
one's relationship to the chief, the higher one's rank in a society such
as existed at Spiro, and high rank meant special treatment, even in
death.

THE MOUNDS:

The mounds at the Spiro site were an important part of the system of
rank. Many regional ceremonial centers as well as local cemeteries
were scattered throughout the area under the Spiroan chiefdom's
control. Burials in local cemeteries-which usually contained only a
few utilitarian grave goods-were outranked in status by burials in
regional centers containing some luxury goods. These in turn had
lower status than the spectacular displays of grave goods at Spiro.

Not all Caddoan mounds were the same. There were actually three
types of these earth constructions. One type of mound was raised as a
platform for a structure. These were usually in the shape of a truncated
pyramid with a ramp on at least one side. The second kind of mound
was an earth cover over a destroyed building, generally ranging in size
lrom 2.5 feet high and 40 feet across to 3.5 feet high and 75 feet in
diameter. The third type was an accretional burial mound-one built
up of increasing layers of burials, burial goods, and earth. The Spiro
site contained all three kinds of mounds as well as combinations such
as Craig Mound.

THE GREAT MORTUARY:

The Great Mortuary was found at the base of the main cone in Craig
Mound. lt was built on the remains of a still earlier mortuary and
covered an area of some 55 by 37 feet. Here, the elite Spiroan dead
decomposed before their final interment in an accretional burial
mound. Within the Great Mortuary there were at least three classes of
burials. The very highest ranking were the litter burials. Cedar pole
litters, ranging in size from 6 by 7 feet down to 2 by 2feel, were heaped
with luxury goods and the bones of the honored dead. In the second
class of burials, the bones were laid out in an extended position and
surrounded by a few artifacts. Third class burials were bundles of
bones in basketry chests also accompanied by a few artifacts. lt is
possible that cremations were also a form of burial, but by their nature
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The Spiro elite were part of what archeologists call a "chiefdom." In 
a chiefdom, the highest ranking person had control over critical re­
sources-in this case, a monopoly over trade in luxury goods and the 
products of the local farmers, as well as control of the military. Every­
one is related to everyone else in the chiefdom, but rank within the 
group depends upon how closely one is related to the chief. The closer 
one's relationship to the chief, the higher one's rank .in a society such 
as existed at Spiro, and high rank meant special treatment, even in 
death. 

THE MOUNDS: 

The mounds at the Spiro site were an important part of the system of 
rank. Many regional ceremonial centers as well as local cemeteries 
were scattered th roughout the area under the Spiroan chiefdom's 
control. Burials in local cemeteries-which usually contained only a 
few utilitarian grave goods- were outranked in status by burials in 
regional centers containing some luxury goods. These in turn had 
lower status than the spectacu lar displays of grave goods at Spiro. 

Not all Caddoan mounds were the same. There were actually three 
types of these earth constructions. One type of mound was raised as a 
platform for a structure. These were usually in the shape of a truncated 
pyramid with a ramp on at least one side. The second kind of mound 
was an earth cover over a destroyed bu ilding, generally ranging in size 
from 2.5 feet high and 40 feet across to 3.5 feet high and 75 feet in 
diameter. The third type was an accretional burial mound-one built 
up of increasing layers of burials, burial goods, and earth. The Spiro 
site contained all three kinds of mounds as well as combinations such 
as Craig Mound. 

THE GREAT MORTUARY: 

The Great Mortuary was found at the base of the main cone in Craig 
Mound. It was built on the remains of a still earlier mortuary and 
covered an area of some 55 by 37 feet. Here, the elite Spiroan dead 
decomposed before their final interment in an accretional burial 
mound. Within the Great Mortuary there were at least three classes of 
burials. The very highest ranking were the litter burials. Cedar pole 
litters, ranging in size from 6 by 7 feet down to 2 by 2 feet, were heaped 
with luxury goods and the bones of the honored dead. In the second 
class of burials, the bones were laid out in an extended position and 
surrounded by a few artifacts. Third class burials were bundles of 
bones in basketry chests also accompanied by a few artifacts. It is 
possible that cremations were also a form of burial, but by their nature 
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Some rare pieces of polychrome cloth f rom the Spiro Mounds site. (Variable scale.)

Photos bv J. Tribble, Stovall Museum Files.
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Some rare pieces of polychrome cloth from the Spiro Mounds site. (Variable scale.) 
Photos by J. Tribble, Stovall Museum Files . 
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A litter burial from Craig Mound.
Photo from Stovall Museum Files.
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One of the few burials found in Brown Mound
Photo from Stovall Museum Files.
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A litter burial from Craig Mound. 
Photo from Stovall Museum Files. 

One of the few burials found in Brown Mound. 
Photo from Stovall Museum Files. 
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Line drawing of a design found on an engraved shell cup from Craig Mound.
lllustration from Pre-Columbian Shell Engravings from the Craig Mound, Spiro,

Oklahoma, Part l, by Philip Phillips and JamLs A. 
"Brown, 

Peabod/Museum piess,
1978, Plate 68. Artist: Eliza McFadden.

they leave little trace. A large crematory basin measuring 16 feet in
diameter was found at the base of the second mound unit. The basin
was about 1.6 feet deep with three sets of steps leading down into it.
However, this basin was not in the Great Mortuary and probably
relates to an earlier period of ceremonialism at Spiro.

THE MYTH OF THE CENTRAL CHAMBER:

The Great Mortuary was originally built over a smaller mortuary and
contained a number of burials of all three classes. when their oeriod of
use ended, Caddoan mortuaries were usually cleaned out and dis-
mantled or burned, and their contents were interred in an accretional
burial mound. The Great Mortuary differs, however, for although the
building was dismantled, the burials and their fantastic grave goods
were left in place. A platform mound was erected over the remains of
the Great Mortuary and a new mortuary was built on top of the mound.
Most archeologists believe that this sequence of burial and building
occurred several times until, finally, Craig Mound was given a cone-
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Line drawing of a design found on an engraved shell cup from Craig Mound . 
Illustration from Pre-Columbian Shell Engravings from the Craig Mound, Spiro, 

Oklahoma, Part I, by Philip Phillips and James A. Brown , Peabody Museum Press, 
1978, Plate 68. Artist: Eliza McFadden. 

they leave little trace. A large crematory basin measuring 16 feet in 
diameter was found at the base of the second mound unit. The basin 
was about 1.6 feet deep with three sets of steps leading down into it. 
However, this basin was not in the Great Mortuary and probably 
relates to an earlier period of ceremonialism at Spiro. 

THE MYTH OF THE CENTRAL CHAMBER: 

The Great Mortuary was originally built over a smaller mortuary and 
contained a number of burials of all three classes. When their period of 
use ended, Caddoan mortuaries were usually cleaned out and dis­
mantled or burned, and their contents were interred in an accretional 
burial mound. The Great Mortuary differs, however, for although the 
building was dismantled, the burials and their fantastic grave goods 
were left in place. A platform mound was erected over the remains of 
the Great Mortuary and a new mortuary was built on top of the mound. 
Most archeologists believe that this sequence of burial and building 
occurred several times until , finally , Craig Mound was given a cone-

60 

Line drawing 0 
Illustration fr( 

Oklahoma , Par 
1978, Plate 20. 

shaped cap 
series of fou 
was 33 feet r 
no more thai 

When mer 
center of thE 
Mortuary. Tr 
"central chal 
"chamber" a 
also false. DI 
observations 



Linedrawingofadesignfoundon-anengravedshe|lcupfromCraigMound'
lllustration from pre'-botumbian Shell Engravings from the Craig Mound, fniro'

oktahoma,Part|,byPhi|ipPhi||ipsandJamesA'Brown,PeabodyMuseumPress,
1978, Plate 20. Artist: Eliza McFadden'

shaped cap and abandoned. In its final form, craig Mound was a

series of four cones measuring about 300 feet long. The main cone

wis gs feet high and 100 feet in diameter, and the smaller cones were

no more than 15 feet high.
When memoersti thel'Pocola Mining Company" tunneled into the

center of the main cone, they reached the remains of the Great

Hrtortr"ry. There were many tiles- spread then about an elaborate

"central chamberli ii tl.'. heart of irre mound. The stories of this
,,ahurnnar" are fascinating, conflicting, and unfortunately, they are

ui.o t"tr.. Dr. Clements, during his excavations in the 1930s, made

oOservations and measurements in an attempt to find out whether the
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Line drawing of a design found on an engraved shell cup from Craig Mound. 

Illustration from Pre-Columbian Shell Engravings from the Craig Mound, Spiro, 

Oklahoma, Part I, by Philip Phillips and James A. Brown, Peabody Museum Press, 

1978, Plate 20. Artist: Eliza McFadden. 

shaped cap and abandoned. In its final form, Craig Mound was a 

series of four cones measuring about 300 feet long. The main cone 

was 33 feet high and 100 feet in diameter, and the smaller cones were 

no more than 15 feet high. 
When members of the "Pocola Mining Company" tunneled into the 

center of the main cone, they reached the remains of the Great 

Mortuary. There were many tales spread then about an elaborate 

"central chamber" at the heart of the mound. The stories of this 

"chamber" are fascinating , conflicting, and unfortunately, they are 

also false. Dr. Clements, during his excavations in the 1930s, made 

observations and measurements in an attempt to find out whether the 
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Stone pipe from the Spiro Mounds site,

resting warrior figure. (Not to scale.)
Photo from Stovall Museum Files.

Story was true. First, he examined the interior of the mound where the
relic miners had been working. Towards the end of the lease period,

the miners broke into three mutually distrustful factions, and this may
have been the reason why three tunnels were driven into the mound
from different directions to meet in a hollowed space in the center.
Clements said:

This chamber was irregular, varying from 15 to 20 feet across and
was perhaps eight feet from the floor to the center of the roof . There was
no indication that it was of other than recent excavation, for tool marks
were thick over its clay-like walls. lt was bare except for a few gin bottles
and cigarette stubs. The great cone, therefore, was but a thick shell of
earth.

Clements1945:61

Next, Clements examined the amount of earth removed from the
mound by the miners. The miners had taken the earth removed from
tunneling the main cone and wheeled tt in barrows to a nearby dump.
Allthis lobse earth was sifted through screens during the W.P.A. work
on the site. The total amount was estimated at 6000 cubic feet. The
three tunnels, according to Clements' estimate, would account for
about 1000 cubic feet. Since all the dirt came from the interior of the
mound, the remaining 5000 cubic feet must have come from the
chamber hollowed out by the miners themselves.

There probably was a small, hollow cavity in the center of the main
cone, but it was not the "King Tut's Tomb in Oklahoma" reported in

Some of the more Sensational newspaper articles. After the Great
Mortuary was dismantled and its contents buried, air was trapped in
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Stone pipe from the Spiro Mounds site, 

resting warrior figure . (Not to scale.) 
Photo from Stovall Museum Files . 

story was true. First, he examined the interior of the mound where the 
relic miners had been working. Towards the end of the lease period, 
the miners broke into three mutually distrustful factions, and this may 
have been the reason why three tunnels were driven into the mound 
from different directions to meet in a hollowed space in the center. 
Clements said: 

This chamber was irregular, varying from 15 to 20 feet across and 
was perhaps eight feet from the floor to the center of the roof. There was 
no indication that it was of other than recent excavation, for tool marks 
were thick over its clay-like walls. It was bare except for a few gin bottles 
and cigarette stubs. The great cone, therefore, was but a thick shell of 
earth. 

Clements1945:61 

Next, Clements examined the amount of earth removed from the 
mound by the miners. The miners had taken the earth removed from 
tunneling the main cone and wheeled it in barrows to a nearby dump. 
All this loose earth was sifted through screens during the W.P.A. work 
on the site. The total amount was estimated at 6000 cubic feet. The 
three tunnels, according to Clements' estimate, would account for 
about 1000 cubic feet. Since all the dirt came from the interior of the 
mound, the remaining 5000 cubic feet must have come from the 
chamber hollowed out by the miners themselves . 

There probably was a small, hollow cavity in the center of the main 
cone, but it was not the "King Tut's Tomb in Oklahoma" reported in 
some of the more sensational newspaper articles. After the Great 
Mortuary was dismantled and its contents buried, air was trapped in 
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Line drawing of a design found on an engraved shell cup fro_m craig Mound.

lllustratiori trom PrelColumbian Shetl-Engravings from Craig Mound, Spiro'

oktahoma, Part l, by Philip Phillips and James A. Brown, Peabody Museum Press,

1978, Plate 26. Artist Barbara C Page.

and around the many shell cups, blankets, and litters piled on the floor'

Over the years, thede goods would have settled, separating fromlhe
clay above them. This would have resulted in the almost perfect

prelervation of the many fragile artifacts in the pocket of trapped air'

CADDOAN RELIGION:

The grave goods found at Spiro fall into three broad classes' These

were weapons and weapon-derived objects Such aS.monolithic stone

axes ano maces, ritual objects like the copper hawk-dancer plates and

long-nosed god effigy masks; and perishable items such as baskets,

cloiiring, wo6d, and:hell. They all display a highly developed artistic

skill ant tradition. Most of the decoration has a religious theme or

symbolism. Most of what we know about early Caddoan religion

comes from grave goods like these.
About allwe can saywith certainty regarding the Caddoan religion is
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Line drawing of a design found on an engraved shell cup from Craig Mound. 
Illustration from Pre-Columbian Shell Engravings from Craig Mound, Spiro, 

Oklahoma , Part I, by Philip Phillips and James A. Brown, Peabody Museum Press, 
1978, Plate 26. Artist Barbara C. Page. 

and around the many shell cups, blankets, and litters piled on the floor. 
Over the years, these goods would have settled, separating from the 
clay above them. This would have resulted in the almost perfect 
preservation of the many fragile artifacts in the pocket of trapped air. 

CADDOAN RELIGION: 

The grave goods found at Spiro fall into three broad classes. These 
were weapons and weapon-derived objects such as monolithic stone 
axes and maces; ritual objects like the copper hawk-dancer plates and 
long-nosed god effigy masks; and perishable items such as baskets, 
clothing, wood, and shell. They all display a highly developed artistic 
skill and tradition. Most of the decoration has a religious theme or 
symbolism. Most of what we know about early Caddoan religion 
comes from grave goods like these. 

About all we can say with certainty regarding the Caddoan religion is 
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These are three of the copper Hawk dancer plates from the Spiro Mounds site. The
spiroan people had no gold or silver, and copper was their most precious metal.
(Variable scale.)

Photo by J. Tribble, Stovall Museum Files.
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These are three of the copper Hawk dancer plates from the Spiro Mounds site. The 
Spiroan people had no gold or silver, and copper was their most precious metal. 
(Variable scale.) 

Photo by J. Tribble , Stovall Museum Files. 
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that elaborate burial of the elite dead was a major feature, and that

many of the artistic motifs were like motifs used by people in 
^stmilar

cultural centers in other parts of the Southeastern United States'

That's not much, not when we would prefer a detailed account, but the

people at Spiro-for all their high level of culturq-did not have a

writien language. This means that the archeologists must gain what

knowledgithdy can from the ritual objects that have survived the

passage of time and the dangers of non-scientific excavation.' Sonie archeologists have analyzed Caddoan religious art motifs,

especially those fo-und on the engraved shell cups and gorgets (a type

oi'penOairt). They concluded tn-at the Caddoan religion was part of

what is called the Southern Cult, named after the rnany traits certain

Southwestern sites have in common. Presently, there are two possi-

ble interpretations of these designs: 1) the people may have believed

in a sing'le god with many attributes, or 2) they may have believed in a

nrtO"iot Iods with the serpent and falcon representing the two main

gods.

Monolithic stone axe from the Spiro Mounds site. (Not to scale )

Photo from Stovall Museum Files.

A dancing human figure dressed in a falcon costume was a fre-

quently use"d design in"Spiroan and other art. Se-rpents and possibly

freoptei in serpent 6ostume were often depicted. Other animals, espe-

biutty spiders and human beings engaged in ceremonialactivity, were

also engraved on shell.
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that elaborate burial of the elite dead was a major feature, and that 
many of the artistic motifs were like motifs used by people in similar 
cultural centers in other parts of the Southeastern United States. 
That's not much, not when we would prefer a detailed account, but the 
people at Spiro-for all their high level of culture-did not have a 
written language. This means that the archeologists must gain what 
knowledge they can from the ritual objects that have survived the 
passage of time and the dangers of non-scientific excavation. 

Some archeologists have analyzed Caddoan religious art motifs, 
especially those found on the engraved shell cups and gorgets (a type 
of pendant). They concluded that the Caddoan religion was part of 
what is called the Southern Cult, named after the many traits certain 
Southwestern sites have in common. Presently, there are two possi­
ble interpretations of these designs: 1) the people may have believed 
in a single god with many attributes, or 2) they may have believed in a 
number of gods with the serpent and falcon representing the two main 
gods. 

Monolithic stone axe from the Spiro Mounds site. (Not to scale.) 
Photo from Stovall Museum Files. 

A dancing human figure dressed in a falcon costume was a fre­
quently used design in Spiroan and other art. Serpents and possibly 
people in serpent costume were often depicted. Other animals, espe­
cially spiders and human beings engaged in ceremonial activity, were 
also engraved on shell. 
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GRADUAL DECLINE:

During the late Caddoan times, a new sun and fire symbolism rose
to a mole prominent place. Spanish explorers found Sun worship
common among the Caddo confederacies of north Texas in the six-
teenth century. We cannot be certain exactly what happened, but we
do know that mound building gradually ceased between A.D. 1400
and A.D. 1500. The main portion of Craig Mound was finished with a
conical cap of earth, and no more burials or mortuary building took
olace there. There Seems to have been a conscious, deliberate deci-
sion to stop using the site. The mound cap was neatly finished, and
there were no SignS of war or violence. The common people of eastern
Oklahoma continued farming but began to trade increasingly with
people to the west, rather than to the east as they had during the Spiro
elites' ascendancy. The elite themselves seem to have disappeared.
Whether this was due to disease, decline in birth rate, or another
cause, we cannot tell. The elaborate burials ceased with the end of the
mound building. Between A.D. 1500 and A.D. 1700, drier conditions
on the southern plains led to an expansion of the buffalo range and
this, in turn, led to a dramatic increase in buffalo hunting.

The earspools had a pulley-shaped back which fit into enlarged holes in the earlobe.
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GRADUAL DECLINE: 

During the late Caddoan times, a new sun and fire symbolism rose 
to a more prominent place. Spanish explorers found sun worship 
common among the Caddo confederacies of north Texas in the six­
teenth century. We cannot be certain exactly what happened, but we 
do know that mound building gradually ceased between A.D. 1400 
and A.D. 1500. The main portion of Craig Mound was finished with a 
conical cap of earth, and no more burials or mortuary building took 
place there. There seems to have been a conscious, deliberate deci­
sion to stop using the site. The mound cap was neatly finished, and 
there were no signs of war or violence. The common people of eastern 
Oklahoma continued farming but began to trade increasingly with 
people to the west, rather than to the east as they had during the Spiro 
elites ' ascendancy. The elite themselves seem to have disappeared. 
Whether this was due to disease, decline in birth rate, or another 
cause, we cannot tell. The elaborate burials ceased with the end of the 
mound building . Between A.D. 1500 and A.D. 1700, drier conditions 
on the southern plains led to an expansion of the buffalo range and 
this, in turn, led to a dramatic increase in buffalo hunting. 

The earspools had a pulley-shaped back which fit into enlarged holes in the earlobe. 
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Artifacts from the Sprro Mounds site: a) shell gorget, b) stone earspool, c) carved

shell pendant, d) clay jar, and e) clay bowl' (Variable scale )

Photos from Stovall Museum Files.
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Artifacts from the Spiro Mounds site: a) shell gorget, b) stone earspool , c) carved 
shell pendant, d) clay jar, and e) clay bowl. (Variable scale .) 

Photos from Stovall Museum Files. 
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CHAPTER 6

EARLY HISTORIC BUFFALO HUNTERS

A.D. 1500 to A.D. 1700

They circted on foot. The whole tribe moved slowly through the
grass driving the buffalo inexorably towards the compound. There

were about 200 animats in the herd and only 50 members of the tribe'
They edged in and out of view of the buffalo, careful notto scare them
into a tob early stampede. The young man behind the pile of rocks
waited patientty. The herd moved into view, and he glimpsed his

sister among the drivers. The buffalo bunched together as they were
driven by thb tightening funnel of human beings. The corral was iust
ahead, the drop off invisible to the oncoming herd.

Suddenty, allthe encircling hunters emerged at once. The buffalo
started uneasily, trotting forward. At a signalfrom the hunt leader, the
young man sprang forward from behind the concealing pile of
-stones. 

Yelling, the others hiding behind nearby piles emerged too'

The herd broie into a run. The hunters raced back and forth, forming
a human fence and forcing the buffalo into the trap. The herd stam-
peded over the edge and into the corral. Once inside, there was no
'way 

out. The hunters quickty kitted the panicky, milling animals, and
the butchering began.

After A.D. 1500, the climate in western Oklahoma became too dry

for dependable farming, and the people increasingly turned to buffalo
hunting aS their chief source of food. They also hunted deer, antelope,

and rabbits, and gathered wild plant foods. They planted small crops
of corn when there was enough water. Their usual weapons Were

bows and arrows. The buffalo hunters abandoned their permanent

houses and lived in tipis. These conical tents with covers of buffalo
hide were easily taken down and put up. The people did not yet have

horses-Spani6fr horses first reached Oklahoma around A.D. 1700-
and they followed the herds on foot.

The people living in the wetter climate of eastern Oklahoma con-

tinued farming but made increasing use of buffalo. Archeologists have

found larger imounts of buffalo bone tools and debris in sites from this
period. T-he eastern farmers probably made periodic hunting e_xpedi-

iions into the western buffalo plains, then returned to their villages.
Buffalo herds wander at will, seeking the best water and forage.

They have no invariable annual north-south migration patterns, and so

the hunter followed their erratic movements closely. This nomadic
lifestyle meant that, as in the time of the foragers, their possessions

had io be light and easily transportable. The early buffalo hunters
lacked horses, but they did have domesticated dogs, and they used
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the dogs as pack animals. A member of the coronado expedition in
the '1540s wrote:

They travel like the Arabs with their tents and troops of dogs loaded with
poles and having Moorish pack saddles and girths. when the load gets
disarranged, the dogs howl, calling some one to fix them right.

Winship (translator) 1 896:527

These saddle and pole equipages came to be called travois.
The buffalo provided food from the meat, crothing and shelter from

the hides, and tools from the bone. They undoubtedry arso played a
major role in the religious and social organization of the hunters, as we
know they did just a few generations later from descriptions of historic
tribes. The hunters' methods of preparing the buffalo were not the
same as the technique used today, but they made full use of the
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This drawing is based upon an early illustration of an American buffalo which
appeared in Andre Thevet's Les Singularitez de la France Antarcique, Antwerp,
1 558.

resources. From the account of the Coronado expedition we learn
that:

These people eat raw flesh and drink blood. . . .They dry the flesh (of the
buffalo) in the sun, cutting it thin like a leaf , and when dry they grind it like
meal and make a sort of sea soup of it to eat. A handfulthrown into a pot

swells so as to increase very much. They season it with fat . . . . They
empty the large gut and fill it with blood, and carry this around the neck
to drink when they are thirsty. When they open the belly of a cow
(buffalo), they squeeze out the chewed grass and drink the juice that
remains behind, because they say this contains the essence of the
stomach' 

winship (translator) 1gg6:527-528

The dried meat was called pemmican by the European settlers. lt
was often flavored with fruit or berries to improve the taste. Pemmican
would keep without spoiling indefinitely, and weighed only about two-
thirds as much as the same amount of fresh meat. These were both
important considerations in the days before canning and easy trans-
oortation.

The buffalo hunters generally used a combination of the drive and
the surround. This group effort probably required very strict disci-
plin+-as was the case during historic times-since the welfare of the
whole tribe depended upon the success of the hunt.

The Native American cultures had by this time diversified into a
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These artificats from the Edwards site in Beckham County show some of the beads,
arrowpoints, and fragments of pottery used by early buffalo hunters.

Photo from Oklahoma Archeological Survey Files.
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number of tribes and confederacies having different cuStomS, different
beliefs, and different languages. The Plains tribes, however, com-
municated with one another by means of sign language. Some of the
plains hunters were Apache Indians. There were Several different
groups among the Apache, but historians included them all under the
lerm "Plains Apache." Other tribes may have been ancestors of the
modern Kiowa and such Wichita bands as the Wichita proper, Waco,
and Kichai.

The European settlers brought horses with them to the New World.
Many of these horses were lost or stolen and around A.D. 1700, they
startbd appearing in Oklahoma. The acquisition of horses made buffa-

lo hunting'much easier, and many tribes who had heretofore been
primarilylarmers moved onto the plains. Other tribes were moving

westwal'd because of pressure from the increasingly large European

settlements. The two centuries that followed were full of turmoil and

change. The buffalo were hunted nearly to extinction. Several of the
tribes that had existed before historic times died out or were dimi-
nished. The tribes fought the Euroamerican Settlers and, even more

disastrously, they fought among themselves so that they were never
able to unite in a iruly effective resistance. The story of these turbulant
years marks the beginning of United States history and the end of this
chronicle of Oklahoma's prehistoric people'
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