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ABSTRACT 

S i t e  4 1 N L 2 0  i s  l oca t ed  on t h e  south  t e r r a c e  of Sweetwater Creek a t  

County Road 216 i n  Nolan County, Texas. Archaeological t e s t i ng ,  con-

f i n e d  t o  t h e  county road right-of-way and a temporary 50- ft. easement 

on t h e  e a s t  s i d e  of t h e  county road, was conducted by t h e  S t a t e  Depart-

ment of Highways and Publ ic  Transpor ta t ion  (SDHPT) i n  1983 and 1986 and 

produced a sma l l  quan t i t y  of c h e r t  debi tage  and a p a r t i a l l y  i n t a c t  hear th .  

N o  p r e h i s t o r i c  t o o l s  were recovered and no concen t r a t ions  of deb i t age  o r  

a c t i v i t y  a r e a s  were discerned.  The main po r t ion  of t h e  s i t e  appears  t o  

l i e  on p r i v a t e  proper ty  e a s t  of t h e  t e s t e d  a rea .  That p o r t i o n  of t h e  

s i t e  w i t h i n  S D H P T  j u r i s d i c t i o n  is  n o t  thought t o  meet e l i g i b i l i t y  

requirements  f o r  e i t h e r  nomination t o  t h e  Nat iona l  R e g i s t e r  of H i s t o r i c  

P l aces  o r  des igna t ion  as a S t a t e  Archeological Landmark. 
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INTRODUCTION


S i t e  41NL20 was recorded i n  August 1983 by a member of t h e  S t a t e  Depart-

ment of Highways and Public  Transportat ion ( S D H P T )  c u l t u r a l  resources 

s t a f f .  The s i t e  was discovered during an archaeological  survey performed 

i n  response t o  a county bridge replacement p ro jec t  on County Road 216 i n  

Nolan County, Texas. The s i t e  i s  on t h e  south bank and t e r r a c e  of Sweet-

water  Creek, a t  County Road 216, approximately 1.6 miles south of I H  20 

nea r  Sweetwater, Texas (Fig. 1) .  

The bridge replacement p ro jec t  which occasioned t h e  archaeological  t e s t-

ing of S i t e  4 1 N L 2 0  e n t a i l s  replacing the  e x i s t i n g  bridge on County Road 

216 a t  Sweetwater Creek with a new bridge t o  be constructed a t  t h e  same 

loca t ion .  No new right-of-way w i l l  be required,  but  a temporary detour 

easement w i l l  be acquired on t h e  e a s t  s i d e  of the  bridge. The easement 

w i l l  be 330 f t .  long and w i l l  extend 50 f t .  e a s t  of the  e a s t  right-of-way 

(Fig. 2).  Actual t r a f f i c  flow w i l l  be confined t o  t h e  c e n t r a l  por t ion  

of the  easement neares t  t h e  creek (Fig. 2) .  The detour w i l l  be removed 

when t h e  new bridge i s  completed. It is  t h i s  easement t h a t  encroaches 

upon S i t e  41NL20 where i t  occurs on t h e  south s i d e  of the  creek adjacent  

t o  t h e  county road. 

It i s  obvious t h a t  t h e  county road i t s e l f  has breached the  s i t e  i n  t h e  

pas t .  Cul tura l  mater ia ls  can be seen eroding out  of the  c u t  banks, 

e s p e c i a l l y  on t h e  e a s t  s i d e  of the  road, a t  an e l eva t ion  higher than 

t h e  present  road bed, suggesting t h a t  the  o r i g i n a l  road const ruct ion  

c u t  completely through t h e  c u l t u r a l  deposi t s  and removed any port ions 

of the  s i t e  which may have ex i s t ed  i n  t h e  roadway. 
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That por t ion  of the  s i t e  within the  temporary easement and the  por t ion  

remaining wi th in  the  right-of-way were t e s t ed  by a member of the  SDHPT 

c u l t u r a l  resources s t a f f  i n  accordance with Procedures f o r  the  Protec t ion  

of H i s t o r i c  and Cul tu ra l  Proper t ies  (36 CFR, Pa r t  800), procedures pre-

sc r ibed  and endorsed by the  Federal Highway Administration. Speci f ic  

goals  of the  t e s t i n g  were t o  determine i f  the  s i t e  met e l i g i b i l i t y  

requirements f o r  nomination t o  t h e  National Register  of His to r i c  Places 

and t o  determine S t a t e  Archeological Landmark s t a t u s .  After  t e s t i n g  i t  

was concluded t h a t  those port ions of the  s i te  wi th in SDHPT j u r i s d i c t i o n  

met n e i t h e r  the  National Regis ter  nor S t a t e  Landmark c r i t e r i a .  

Test ing was conducted i n  phases. The s i te  was t e s t ed  f o r  one day i n  

October 1983 a t  which time const ruct ion  plans were temporarily ha l t ed ,  

thus  in te r rup t ing  the  t e s t i n g  schedule. Testing was resumed i n  November 

1983 and continued f o r  three  days when the  bridge projec t  was cancelled 

by the  County and archaeological  t e s t i n g  again was hal ted .  I n  Apri l  

1986 the  County renewed the  bridge projec t  and archaeological  t e s t i n g  

once again was resumed and t h i s  time completed (an add i t iona l  th ree  days 

of t e s t i n g ) .  Two f i e l d  a s s i s t a n t s  were provided by the  SDHPT Sweetwater 

maintenance o f f i c e  during the  t e s t i n g  procedure, and a t o t a l  of 152 per-

sonhours were expended. Materials recovered a r e  being housed temporarily 

a t  t h e  SDHPT Archaeology Laboratory i n  Austin u n t i l  a permanent repos i tory  

can be arranged. 



SITE DESCRIPTION 

Sweetwater Creek and i ts  t r i b u t a r i e s  form t h e  major dra inage  system i n  

n o r t h e a s t e r n  Nolan County. I n  t h e  v i c i n i t y  of S i t e  41NL20 t h e  creek 

f lows i n  an  e a s t e r l y  d i r e c t i o n  and d i s s e c t s  an  a r e a  of gen t ly  s lop ing  

t o  r o l l i n g  red-bed p l a i n s  of t h e  Woodward-Quinlan-Burson s o i l  s e r i e s  

(Lowther 1981). B r i e f l y ,  t hese  s o i l s  a r e  very shallow t o  moderately 

deep permeable loams loca t ed  along draws, c r eeks ,  and g u l l i e s  formed 

i n  s i l t y  and loamy red beds depos i ted  dur ing  t h e  Permian Period (Lowther 

1981). 

A t  S i t e  41NL20 t h e  south  t e r r a c e  of Sweetwater Creek is r e l a t i v e l y  f l a t  

except  f o r  numerous steep- sided g u l l i e s  i n t rud ing  i n t o  t h e  t e r r a c e  

d e p o s i t s  from t h e  creek. S o i l s  a r e  red-to-brown s i l t y  loams becoming 

c layey  loams a s  g r e a t e r  depths a r e  reached (Fig.  3). A t h i n  mantle of 

r e c e n t  overburden averaging 11 cm i n  th ickness  covers t h e  s i t e  and i s  

presumed t o  have been deposi ted a top  t h e  i n t a c t  d e p o s i t s  a s  a r e s u l t  

of t h e  county road-building a c t i v i t i e s .  

Numerous potholes  and depressions a r e  present  ac ros s  t h e  s i t e  and appear 

t o  be t h e  r e s u l t  of land- clearing a c t i v i t i e s .  The s i t e  is c u r r e n t l y  

f a l l o w  pas ture land  wi th  a dense new growth of mesquite,  small brush,  

and c a c t i .  Knee-high g ra s ses  and f o r b s  a r e  present .  Large t r e e s ,  p r i-

mar i ly  oak, l i n e  t h e  creek. 

The a rchaeo log ica l  s i t e  extends eastward from County Road 216 along t h e  

s o u t h  t e r r a c e  of Sweetwater Creek f o r  a t  l e a s t  200 meters.  A westward 
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ex tens ion  is  suspec ted ,  bu t  i n a b i l i t y  t o  ga in  access  t o  p r i v a t e  lands 

on t h e  west s i d e  of t h e  county road prevented determining a more p r e c i s e  

s i t e  boundary. Evidence of abo r ig ina l  occupat ion along t h e  t e r r a c e  con-

sists of c h e r t  f l a k e s  and occas iona l  burned rocks. The f l a k e s  a r e  most 

o f t e n  observed on a n t  h i l l s  and t h e  burned rocks can be seen  washing 

down t h e  s i d e  of t h e  t e r r a c e  toward t h e  creek. Recent g u l l i e s  c u r r e n t l y  

d i s s e c t  t h e  t e r r a c e  toward t h e  creek,  exposing buried d e p o s i t s  and d i s-

p lac ing  c u l t u r a l  ma te r i a l  down t h e  s lopes  of t h e  g u l l i e s .  

About 50 meters  e a s t  of t h e  e a s t  right-of-way fence ,  t h e  d e n s i t y  of 

c h e r t  and burned rocks decreases .  I n  t h i s  a r e a ,  a g u l l y  encroaches south-

ward i n t o  t h e  t e r r a c e  from t h e  creek and t h e  q u a n t i t y  of d e b r i s  seen  

c l o s e r  t o  t h e  county road is  not  present .  A few meters  f a r t h e r  e a s t ,  

t h e  d e n s i t y  of c h e r t  and burned rocks aga in  increases .  This  s u r f a c e  

p a t t e r n  sugges ts  t h a t  mu l t ip l e  occupations occurred along t h e  t e r r a c e  

i n  a h o r i z o n t a l  a r r a y  and t h a t  t h e  occupation t e s t e d  by t h e  SDHPT might 

be  confined t o  an  a r e a  extending eastward from t h e  county road f o r  about 

50 meters.  The s i t e  apparent ly  extends southward away from the  c reek  

f o r  about  t h e  same d is tance .  Chert and burned rocks can be observed 

on t h e  s u r f a c e  and a l s o  a r e  exposed i n  t h e  county road c u t  f o r  about 

50 meters  south  of t h e  creek. 



TESTING PROCEDURES AND RESULTS


A g r i d  system t i e d  t o  permanent roadway s t a t i o n s  was es tab l i shed  across 

t h e  s i t e .  S ta t ion  Marker 12+00 a t  t h e  e a s t  right-of-way fence was 

designated N0/E0; and f i v e  t e s t  u n i t s ,  each measuring 1 by 2 meters, 

were al igned with the  roadway cen te r l ine  and were excavated. Test Unit 

1 was located  a t  N20/E2.5; Test Unit 2 was located a t  N28/W0.5; Test 

Unit 3 was located a t  N6/E7; Test Unit 4 was located a t  N10/E2.5; and 

Test  Unit 5 was located a t  N6/W2 (F ig .2 ) .  

Test  Units 1 through 4 were positioned so a s  t o  avoid the  densest  s tands 

of brush and disturbed a reas ,  and Test  Unit 5 was positioned t o  i n v e s t i ­

g a t e  an accumulation of burned rocks eroding from the  county road cut .  

Units  1 through 4 were excavated i n  10 c m  v e r t i c a l  increments u n t i l  

s t e r i l e  o r  near ly  s t e r i l e  deposits  were reached. Unit 5 was excavated 

a s  a s i n g l e  l e v e l  u n t i l  the  bottom of the  burned rock fea tu re  was 

reached and t h e  f e a t u r e  was f u l l y  exposed. After the  fea tu re  was docu-

mented and removed, an add i t iona l  10-cm l e v e l  was excavated beneath the  

locus  of t h e  fea ture .  

The top of a u t i l i t y  box marking an underground cable near S t a t i o n  Marker 

12 on t h e  west right-of-way l i n e  was used a s  a permanent v e r t i c a l  datum 

during t e s t i n g  and was designated an a r b i t r a r y  100 meters. Elevations 

were taken from t h i s  datum using a t r a n s i t  and s t a d i a  rod. This datum 

was used only f o r  t e s t i n g  and did not pe r ta in  t o  o the r  aspects  of the  

bridge replacement project .  



Elevat ions  determined t h a t  t h e  burned rock f e a t u r e  i n  Tes t  Unit 5 was 

equ iva len t  v e r t i c a l l y  t o  Levels 5 and 6 i n  Tes t  Units  1 through 4. 

Apparently 50 t o  60 cm of s o i l  had been removed during cons t ruc t ion  of 

t h e  county road; t h e r e f o r e ,  t h e  i n i t i a l  i n v e s t i g a t i o n s  i n  Tes t  Unit 5 

were considered t o  begin a t  Level 6. 

A s i n g l e  s c r a p e r  (Fig. 4) was recovered from t h e  su r face  of t h e  county 

road sou th  of S t a t i o n  12 and was added t o  t h e  inventory from t h e  s i t e  

al though i t s  o r i g i n a l  provenience is unknown. It is t h e  only pre-

h i s t o r i c  t o o l  from t h e  s i t e .  

A n  a d d i t i o n a l  617 c h e r t  f l a k e s ,  2 fence s t a p l e s ,  14 meta l  fragments,  

40 g l a s s  fragments ,  2 bone fragments, and 2 f reshwater  mussel s h e l l  

fragments were recovered from t h e  s i t e .  Tables 1 and 2 present  t h e  pro-

venience of a l l  recovered mater ia l s .  Aside from the  h i s t o r i c  m a t e r i a l s ,  

c h e r t  deb i t age  c o n s t i t u t e s - t h e  sum t o t a l  of excavated c u l t u r a l  ma te r i a l .  

From Table 1 i t  can be i n f e r r e d  t h a t  t h e  a r e a  of denses t  abor ig ina l  

occupat ion was away from t h e  t e r r a c e  edge and toward t h e  e a s t .  Tes t  

Uni t  3 produced t h e  g r e a t e s t  quan t i ty  of debi tage  and Tes t  Unit 4 was 

t h e  next  most productive. Uni t s  1 and 2 were v i r t u a l l y  nonproductive. 

V e r t i c a l l y ,  t h e r e  appears t o  be a s l i g h t  concent ra t ion  of ma te r i a l s  

i n  Level 2 ,  a decrease  i n  Level 3 ,  and then an inc rease  through Level 

8 when once aga in  a decrease occurs. This  t rend  is seen  only i n  Tes t  

Un i t s  3 and 4 and t h e r e  not  d e f i n i t i v e l y .  Tes t  Unit 5 appears  t o  have 

been product ive a t  t h e  l e v e l  of t h e  burned rock f e a t u r e  (Level 6 ) ,  bu t  

i t  must be noted t h a t  t h e  t o t a l  inc ludes  a su r face  c o l l e c t i o n  from 



FIGURE 4. Scraper  recovered from su r face  of county road a t  S i t e  41NL20. 

TABLE 1. Provenience of f l i n t  debi tage.  

TU 3 TU 4 Level  TU 5TU 1 To ta lTU 2 

1 2 3 1 2 293 

45 192 13 7 9 2 

17 183 7 508 

69 34 5 814 

55 135 1 690 

20 166 62*0 1024 

44 177 14 750 

6 5 88 73 

39 79 4 6 

8 41 0  12 

1 

364 128 

11 

TOTALS 7628 

1 

6 17 21 

*Includes s u r f a c e  c o l l e c t i  o n  around burned rock f ea tu re .  



TABLE 2. Provenience of  materials other than f l i n t  debitage. 

Level Surf ace TU 1 TU 2 TU 3 TU 4 TU 5 TOTAL 

0 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

1 scraper 

2 bone 
f rags. 

2 fence 
staples 

2 metal 
f rags. 

32 glass  
f rags. 

1 glass 
f rag. 

1 mussel 
f rag. 

12 metal 
f rags. 

7 glass  
f rags. 

1 mussel 
f rag. 

1 

39 

1 

0 

0 

0 

20 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

TOTALS 1 2 36 2 0 20 6 1 



around t h e  burned rock f ea tu re .  The su r f ace  m a t e r i a l s  were not  i n  s i t u  

and probably were t h e  r e s u l t s  of d e f l a t i o n  and eros ion .  Provenience 

evidence i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  h a b i t a t i o n a l  su r f aces  o r  pa t te rned  occupat iona l  

ep isodes  can not  be defined wi th in  t h e  a r e a  t e s t e d .  

The burned rock f e a t u r e  appeared t o  be t h e  remains of a d i s turbed  hear th .  

When f i r s t  encountered,  i t  was eroding from t h e  e a s t  s i d e  of t h e  county 

road c u t  and d isp laced  burned rocks and c h e r t  had s p i l l e d  down t h e  s i d e  

of t h e  cu t .  After completely exposing t h e  f e a t u r e ,  i t  measured approxi- 

mately 1.5 meters  north- south by 1.05 meters  east-west (Fig. 5). A 

p o r t i o n  i n  t h e  southern  p a r t  of t h e  f e a t u r e  measuring approximately 70 

cm i n  d iameter  appeared t o  be i n t a c t .  I n  t h i s  a r e a  t h e  rocks formed a 

s e m i c i r c l e  and s l a n t e d  inward toward t h e  center .  A r edd i sh  brown burned 

s t a i n  was p re sen t  beneath a p o r t i o n  of t h i s  c i r c u l a r  a r e a ,  i n d i c a t i n g  

i n  s i t u  burning. No charcoal  was encountered among o r  beneath t h e  rocks 

o r  a s soc i a t ed  wi th  t h e  burned s o i l .  Two c h e r t  f l a k e s  were p re sen t  among 

t h e  burned rocks and were considered t o  be p a r t  of t h e  f ea tu re .  

The f e a t u r e  no doubt represented  a h e a r t h  and thus  a n  i n t e g r a l  p a r t  of a 

campsi te  l o c a l i t y .  However, a d d i t i o n a l  a s p e c t s  of t h e  campsite,  o t h e r  

t han  t h e  ubiqui tous  c h e r t  f l a k e s ,  could n o t  be def ined  wi th in  t h e  t e s t e d  

a rea .  
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FIGURE 5 .  Plan view of burned rock feature a t  S i t e  41NL20. 
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ARCHAEOLOGICAL BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY AREA


The archaeological  complexes of t h e  Nolan County a rea  comprise four 

b a s i c  study u n i t s  a s  defined by Brown e t  a l .  (1982). The e a r l i e s t  

s tudy u n i t ,  t he  Paleo-Indian, i s  not  unlike the  Paleo- Indian Period 

a s  defined throughout the  s t a t e .  That i s ,  wi th in  a general  t i m e  frame 

of 12,000 t o  7500 B.P., small nomadic groups of large-game hunters  

moved about within a defined t e r r i t o r y  and probably occupied s p e c i f i c  

campsites on a seasonal basis .  These campsites have been documented 

along stream and r i v e r  t e r races ;  adjacent  t o  sp r ings ,  ponds, l akes ,  

and arroyos; i n  caves and underneath overhangs; and i n  sand dune 

f i e l d s  (Brown e t  a l .  1982). The primary d iagnost ic  a r t i f a c t  of t h e  

Paleo- Indian Study Unit is t h e  f l u t e d  and nonfluted l anceo la te  pro-

j e c t i l e  point.  No Paleo-Indian sites have been inves t iga ted  i n  Nolan 

County although adjacent  counties  have produced a t  l e a s t  three:  

F isher  County t o  the  nor th  ( t h e  Adair-Steadman S i t e ) ;  Taylor County t o  

t h e  e a s t  ( t h e  McLean S i t e ) ;  and Mitchell  County t o  t h e  west ( t h e  Lone 

Wolf Creek S i t e )  (Brown e t  a l .  1982). 

The spec ia l i zed  large-game hunting subsistence p a t t e r n  of t h e  Paleo- 

Indian  Period terminated l a rge ly  a s  a r e s u l t  of t h e  e x t i n c t i o n  of 

t h e  chief  prey species--the Pleistocene megafauna--and a new mode of 

subs is tence  was necessary. Many regional  and loca l i zed  adaptat ions 

a rose  i n  response t o  d i v e r s i f i e d  environments throughout t h e  s t a t e .  

I n  Nolan County, t h e  period i s  defined a s  t h e  Lower P la ins  Archaic 

Study Unit (Brown et  a l .  1982). The Study Unit. encompasses t h e  time 

period between 8000 B.P. and A.D. 500-900, but the  sequence i s  ill 
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de f ined  (Brown e t  a l .  1982). Small open campsites have been a s soc i a t ed  

w i t h  va r ious  landforms, and l i t h i c  workshops have been i d e n t i f i e d .  A 

v a r i e t y  of d a r t  po in t s  including corner-notched types ,  ova te  t o  tri-

angu la r  kn ives ,  t h i c k  end sc rape r s ,  small manos, and t h i n  gr inding  s l a b s  

are d i a g n o s t i c  of t he  Study Unit. 

The i n i t i a t i o n  of t h e  succeeding per iod ,  t h e  Lower P l a i n s  Late  P r e h i s t o r i c  

Study Uni t ,  i s  marked by t h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n  of t h e  bow and arrow and t h e  

appearance of ceramics (Brown et. al. 1982). The Study Unit encompasses 

a time frame of A.D. 500-900 t o  around A.D. 1528 (Brown et  al .  1982). 

A g r i c u l t u r a l  p r a c t i c e s  were known throughout most of t h e  state dur ing  

t h i s  time b u t  i n  many cases  never surpassed hunt ing and ga the r ing  as t h e  

c h i e f  mode of subs is tence .  I n  Nolan County, t h e  presence of arrowpoints  

i s  t h e  ch i e f  i n d i c a t o r  of t h e  Lower P l a i n s  La te  P r e h i s t o r i c  Study Unit. 

The i n i t i a t i o n  of t h e  f i n a l  per iod,  t h e  H i s t o r i c  Ind ian  Study Uni t ,  is 

marked by t h e  f i r s t  i d e n t i f i a b l e  evidence of contac t  w i th  nonnative peoples.  

Th i s  Study Uni t  has  been divided i n t o  a n  e a r l i e r  Prehorse  P l a i n s  Cul ture  

and a later La te  Shoshonean-Language Group (Brown e t  al .  1982). Very 

l i t t l e  a rchaeo log ica l  evidence has been uncovered from t h e  e a r l i e r  

pe r iod  which r ep resen t s  t o t a l l y  nomadic b ison  hun te r s  who l e f t  l i t t l e  

trace of t h e i r  occupat ion of t h e  land  (Brown e t  al .  1982). The l a t e r  

pe r iod  r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  h i s t o r i c  Comanche Indians  who came t o  dominate 

t h e  r eg ion  i n  t h e  e igh teen th  century. Apparently t h e  a c q u i s i t i o n  of 

t h e  ho r se  was respons ib le  f o r  t h e  f i n a l  d i s t r i b u t i o n  of major abor i-

g i n a l  groups across  t h e  s t a t e  and t o  a l a r g e  e x t e n t  determined c u l t u r a l  

changes and se t t l emen t  p a t t e r n s  t h a t  p e r s i s t e d  i n  t h i s  Study Unit. 



CONCLUSIONS


Because of the  lack  of ar t i fac ts- - especia l ly  d iagnos t i c  tools--from S i t e  

41NL20, the  s i t e  can not be placed wi th in  one of the  defined study u n i t s  

f o r  the  area.  Therefore, l i t t l e  can be s a i d  regarding the  in te rp re ta-

t i o n  of the  s i t e  o r  i t s  s igni f icance  wi th in  t h e  e s t ab l i shed  framework. 

Few conclusions can be drawn regarding period of occupation, a c t i v i t i e s  

performed a t  the  s i t e ,  dura t ion  of hab i t a t ion ,  c u l t u r a l  group, sub-

s i s t e n c e ,  o r  any o the r  s i g n i f i c a n t  f ac to r .  

Since Sweetwater Creek i s  one of only a few r e l i a b l e  streams i n  the  

a r e a ,  i t  is  l o g i c a l  t h a t  many abor ig ina l  groups would have camped along 

i t s  banks throughout prehistory.  Probably t h a t  por t ion  of abor ig ina l  

occupation contained wi th in  the  County Road 216 right-of-way and ease-

ment i s  per iphera l  t o  a l a r g e r  s i t e  o r  s i t e s  along t h e  t e r r a c e  o r  

poss ib ly  i t  represents  an ephemeral occupation of s h o r t  duration. 

Whatever the  case ,  t h a t  por t ion  of S i t e  41NL20 wi th in  t h e  curren t  SDHPT 

j u r i s d i c t i o n  is not deemed e l i g i b l e  f o r  inc lus ion  wi th in  the  National  

Reg i s t e r  of H i s t o r i c  Places nor des i rab le  f o r  nomination a s  a S t a t e  

Archeological Landmark. No f u r t h e r  work is  recommended f o r  t h a t  por t ion  

of the  s i t e  wi th in  the  present  right-of-way limits of County Road 216 

o r  i t s  temporary easement. 
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