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Lake Sam Rayburn, Sabine County, Texas

Timothy K. Perttula

INTRODUCTION

The Walter Bell site (41SB50) at Lake Sam Rayburn in the Neches–Angelina river basins in the deep 
East Texas Pineywoods was excavated by an National Park Service team in 1957 (Jelks 1965:53–69). This 
was a small prehistoric Caddo farmstead or hamlet with two circular houses, a portion of a third house in 
the area of House 2, midden deposits, and six burials (Figure 1). Based on the kinds of artifacts found at the 
site (i.e., clay elbow pipes, a high proportion of brushed utility ware sherds from Broaddus Brushed vessels, 
and lower proportions of Pineland Punctated–Incised vessel sherds), the Walter Bell site was apparently 
occupied after ca. A.D. 1450–1500, in the Late Caddo period (see Middlebrook 1994:26–29 and Figure 4, 
1997; Perttula et al. 2009:22).

Figure 1. Map of the Walter Bell site and the locations of Houses 1 and 2 and Burials 1–6.
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 Four of the burials (Burials 1–3 and 6) were in close association (either inside the house and un-
derneath the house oor) with House 1, one (Burial 4) was inside House 2, and Burial 5 was in an open 
area, possibly a courtyard or work area between the two Caddo houses. Funerary offerings placed with the 
deceased included ceramic vessels, Perdiz arrow points, conch shell beads, deer ulna tools and deer food 
offerings, mussel shells, and engraved bird bone ageolets.

Bird Bone Flageolet

The bird bone ute or ageolet is from Burial 6, a middle–aged adult, probably a Caddo male (Jelks 
1965:65), found beneath the north wall of House 1. It is in the collections of the Texas Archeological Re-
search Laboratory at The niversity of Texas at Austin. The individual was exed, and was laid on its right 
side, with the head to the northwest. The bird bone ageolet was placed in the area of the hands, with one 
end extending beneath the mandible. ther bird bone ageolets have been found with Burials 3 and 5 at the 
Walter Bell site, and in a Late Caddo period burial (Burial 2) at the Wylie Price site (41SA94).

The ageolets were made from the long bones of large birds, probably a crane or turkey, and they have 
a single stop hole near one end of the ute (Figure 2). The ageolet from Burial 6 has a 12.3 cm long deco-
rated area that begins at the stop hole; the ute is 25.0 cm in total length. The decoration consists of a series 
of three intersecting hatched diagonal engraved zones, and the hatched zones are approximately 12.7 mm 
in height along the body of the ute (Figure 2a–b).

A similar decorated bird bone ageolet was recovered from an archaeological site in the Woodville, 
Texas, area, ca. 40 km or more to the southwest of the Walter Bell site, in the Neches River basin (Figure 3). 
This ageolet is decorated with six upper and lower hatched triangle elements that begin by the stop hole.

Figure 2. Bird bone ageolet from Burial 6 at the Walter Bell site: a, photograph; b, drawing of the decorative 
elements on the bird bone ageolet by Lance Trask.

Figure 3. Bird bone ageolet in the Heritage illage, Woodville, Texas (http://
www. uteopedia.com/dev utes northamerica.htm).

a.

b.
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ther bird bone ageolets have been found in aboriginal sites along the Texas ulf Coast. This includes 
four engraved ageolets made from whooping crane ulnae in ca. A.D. 1400–1750 contexts at the Mitchell 
Ridge site (41GV66) on Galveston Island (Ricklis 1994:445, 2004:Figure 6.17a) (Figure 4), in a burial at 
the Harris County Boys School site (Aten et al. 1976), and the Redtail site (41HR581) (Gadus and Howard 
1990). Engraved bird bone utes have also been recovered in a exed burial at the Miller site (16CM30) in 
Southwest Louisiana (Ricklis 1994:448 and Figure 11.6), and ute fragments in post–A.D. 1000 contexts 
at 41B 50 in the Brazos River delta (Aten 1983:263); the Early Historic bird bone utes from the Mitchell 
Ridge site are not engraved, however. Ricklis (personal communication, April 13, 2015) suggests that these 
bird bone utes may have been made by Atakapan speakers (i.e., Bidai, Akokisa, and Atakapa proper) from 
the Texas and Southwest Louisiana Gulf Coast, and perhaps exchanged to Caddo peoples living in the 
Angelina River basin.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

Bone utes and whistles that produced sounds and music are widely distributed in archaeological sites 
in eastern North America (see Martin 1976), but are rare occurrences on East Texas Caddo sites and Texas 
Gulf Coastal aboriginal populations. The production of sounds and music by humans is believed to be a 
powerful means by which people generate feelings and emotions, and promote group identities (e.g., Brown 
2000; Falk 2001; Honing and Ploeger 2012; Morley 2013). In Caddo sites, “birds and their symbolic repre-
sentations…were an important part of Caddo ritual and ceremony” (Gadus 2013:230), particularly to links 
with the upper world of Caddo beliefs “where feathered beings dwell.” Thus, the Caddo individual buried 
in a grave at the Walter Bell site after ca. A.D. 1450–1500 with an engraved bird bone ageolet associated 

Figure 4. Whooping crane bone ute from the Mitchell Ridge 
site (Ricklis 1994:Figure 11.5).
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with upper world spiritual beliefs and with the production of music may have been a socially important 
person who participated in collective ceremonies in the local Caddo community.
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