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The La Tortuga
(aka  Sugarloaf) 

area of the 
Brazos Valley 
lies within a 

vast  Oak 
Savannah belt 
that forms a 

boundary zone 
between 

eastern forests 
and western  
grasslands

(aka Post Oak Savannah)
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Post Oak Savannah is food-rich with a comparative 
abundance of deer and a variety of root food, as well 

as nuts, fruits, and berries, and some fish

La Tortuga is well within Texas’ Gulf Coastal Plain
and along the Post Oak Savannah’s western edge

La Tortuga & the Post Oak Savannah, from San 
Antonio to Tyler, are environmentally similar to the 
oak-hickory-pine forests of eastern North America 
and hence more like Atlanta, GA than Amarillo, TX

San
Antonio

Tyler

Gulf C
oastal Plain
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Expected Big Game 
Density is low to 

moderate (761 kg/km2)

Net-Above-Ground-
Productivity is high-
moderate (1,453 
g/m2/yr) in the Brazos 
Valley portion of the 
Post Oak Savannah

Deer-data by 
ecological zone 

(TPWD 1997)

9,50445,99722,0121,832166,759       Total Deer Kill

5.63.62.52.86.7Kills/1,000 ac.

12.110.411.415.09.7Hunter/1000ac.

82,704484,699259,96215,8951,439,093Est. Deer Pop.

5743382160Deer/1,000 ac.

1,441,25511,343,5257,891,060749,97123,881,642Deer Habit., ac

Gulf Coast
P&M 

PineywoodsPost Oak
Savannah

Blkland
Prairie

Edwards
Plateau

Hunting Data

In the Post Oaks (specifically, 
Brazos River basin) gathering 

is modeled at 67.6 % and 
ethnographically derived as 

41.7% and with fishing at 7.3%

In the Post Oaks (i.e., Brazos 
R. basin) hunting is modeled 
at 32.3% (a la Binford’s H&G 

terrestrial model) and 
ethnographically derived as 

50.9% (original data by LB/AJ, 
sent by MK)
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Human population, early historic era

Left, Driver and Massey 1957:

5-12 people per 100km2

(ca. 39 mi.2 or 6.25 x 6.25 miles)

Right, Binford 2001 (hunter-gatherer)

8-16 people per 100km2

(about one family every 13 
sq. miles, ca. 3.6 x 3.6 mi)

La Tortuga & Post Oak Savannah are also similar to 
the North America’s Southeast culture area; ancient 
Native American lifeways in this region were more 
like those in northern Louisiana than Amarillo, TX

The Post Oak Savannah and has been a 
cultural cross roads for thousands of years
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Paleoindian Period,
pre-10,000 years ago, 
is well represented in 

the Brazos Valley:
Duewall-Newberry site,
remains of mammoth 

bones quarried by 
Paleoindians

Archaeological 
sites along 
Yegua Creek, a 
Brazos Rive 
tributary 
about40 miles 
south of La 
Tortuga, attests 
to hunter-
gatherer 
encampments 
thorughout the 
last 13,000 
years or so

Yegua Creek artifacts, including 
pottery fragments (above), arrow 
points (l. top row) and dart points 
(l. other rows), span at least the 
last 10,000 to 13,000 years
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Woodworking tools: Stone adzes (left) & axes (right) from Yegua Creek sites 

“Strings” of prairie 
vegetation within the 

Post Oaks/Coastal 
Plains formed a 

natural travel corridor 
(aka Gilmore Corridor, 
Camino Real, and Hwy 
21) that linked central 
Mexico and the lower 

Mississippi River 
basin and was the 

likely pathway for the 
introduction of corn, 
beans, and cultural 

elements from Mexico

San Antonio or 
“String” Priairie, 
the pathway for 
this stretch of 
the Camino Real

Cabeza de Vaca & his cohorts, through their written accounts 
and testimonies of stay in and long walk across south-central 
North America—1528-1535—provide a unique and informative 
perspective of native H&G folksnative H&G folks of the Post Oak Savannah 

and Texas’ Gulf Coastal Plain
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NO corn
or  other 

agricultural
products

Very little corn
or other 

agricultural
products

Ample corn
and other 

agricultural
products

State of corn-based agriculture in pinewoods and adjacent 
regions reconnoitered by Moscoso and company in 1542   

Little, if any, 
evidence for pre-

Columbian 
agriculture west 
of Trinity River,
as agriculture 

never developed 
there and H&G 

lifeways 
persisted into 
Historic era

Agri-
cultureHunting

& 
Gathering

La Salle & co. (1687) encountered Teao h&g (Burton); Palaqechare green-
corn farmers (Brenham); bison-hunting Caddo farmers (Earlywine)
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Spanish and French 
expeditions of the late 
1600s and early 1700s 
encountered Bedai and 

Tonkawa bison hunters in 
the Brazos River Valley 

near La Tortuga

Tonkawa cosmology attests to their origin near confluence 
of the Little and Brazos rivers at La Tortuga (aka Sugarloaf)

Based on archeological evidence, bison were far 
less important than deer throughout the Post Oaks

Native American Diversity in the 
middle Brazos River basin varied 
through time and across space

Yerpibame

Payaya

Cantonae

Mixcal

Xarame

Sijame

Tejas

Cocos

Meyeye

Jojuane

Tancague

Waco

Apache

Bedai

Kickapoo

Cherokee

Choctaw

Caddo
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L. Berlandier & J. 
Sanchez y Tapia wrote 
about/sketched d (1828) 
Caddo, Wichita, 
Tonkawa, Comanche, 
Apache near La Tortuga

Native American, Anglo- and African-American 
colonists encountered “native” Texas Indians 

everywhere they attempted to settle

Anglo expansion from the SE & NE into TX in 
early 1800s pushed SE & NE  tribes into E. TX 

and the La Tortuga area

Reservations were 
established near 

Graham 1854, but white 
settlers coveted the 

land; 1859: Texas’ “Trail 
of Tears” to OK and 
more reservation life
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Some 75,000 American Indians live in 
Texas today, as per 2000 U.S. census

Among those are descendants of many “Texas” tribes, 
including 1,370 Comanche and 2,971 Apache; their 
ancestors were among a multitude of tribes that lived or 
raided, at one time or another, in the Brazos River Valley 

Most Texas Indians live in D/FW, Houston, Austin, & 
San Antonio; 30,000 are from tribes (e.g., Cherokee, 
Choctaw, Chickasaw) with ancestral homelands in 

Southeast North America (aka Old South) 

Cabeza de Vaca’s trek across S-C. North America 
with two other Spaniards & Esteban, an enslaved 
African, in the early 1530s AND Moscoso’s (de Soto 
Expedition) fast trip to vicinity of Austin in 1542
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Cabeza de Vaca described Indians of the Post Oak 
Savannah and vicinity as hunters & gatherers, 

dependent on wild roots and deer (i.e., not practicing 
any agriculture); bison were seldom encountered

Cabeza de Vaca 
referred to some of 
the tribes by their 

primary foods:
Fish and Blackberry 

people (e.g., 
Karankawa) inhabited 

the coastal region; 
Fig people (e.g., 

Coahuiltecans) lived 
in S. TX and NE. MX; 

“Roots people”
(e.g., Bedai-like) 

occupied the Post 
Oak Savannah

Three hundred years later—1828—Sanchez y Tapia 
and Berlandier described/sketched people who 

may have been descendents of those encountered 
by Cabeza de Vaca and company

Karankawa; Fish 
and Blackberry 

People

Geographic 
Coahuiltecan; Fig 

People

Atakapa (aka Bedis); 
“Roots” People
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Cabeza de Vaca did not say just what kinds of roots 
were most used by Indians in Post Oak Savannah, but 

he did tell us that most roots were cooked in earth 
ovens, some for only a few hours, others for 48 hours

Hunter-gatherers of the Gulf Coastal Plain, and 
everywhere else for that matter, tended to rely on 

wild food resources proportional to availability

Ethnographic 
and 

archaeological 
data reveal the 

widespread 
occurrence and 
importance of 

hot-rock 
cookery, 

especially in 
earth ovens, in 
the Post Oaks, 

throughout 
North America, 
and around the 

world
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Cabeza de Vaca also of cooking techniques, including 
cooking in earth ovens, directly on/above hot coals, and by 

stone boiling

Left: wrapped food in a 
yet-to-be-closed earth over

Right: cooking stake 
directly on hot coals

Stone
boiling

100s of oven remains, represented by fire-
cracked-rock concentrations perhaps dating to 

last 3,000 years, occur along Yegua Creek; 
projectile points span 10,000 years or more

false garlic (aka crow poison, 
Nothoscordum bivalve)
starch grains presentstarch grains present

onions, lily family (Allium spp.)
no starch grains; primarily no starch grains; primarily 
carbohydrate is inulin, a dietary fibercarbohydrate is inulin, a dietary fiber
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Onions (Allium spp.) are widespread, grow densely (ca. 50+/m2)

False garlic (Nothoscordum bivalve) is widespread, dense (ca. 
50+/m2) throughout the Post Oaks and adjacent regions

Winecup, mallow family
(Callirhoe involucrata)
starch grains presentstarch grains present

Drummond’s rain lily, amaryllis 
family (Cooperia drummondii)
starch grains present starch grains present 

E. camas (a lily) does not 
grow densely in the Post 

Oaks today, although it still  
occurs there and more so 
in the Blackland Prairie.  It 

likely grew densely in 
pre-Columbian times

Camas density:
ca. 100-300/m2
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Ethnographic Account:
C. Sternberg (1876) 

witnessed/described a 
Comanche family in  

south-central OK (Cross 
Timbers) cooking camas 

in an earth oven 

eastern camas, lily family 
(Camassia scilloides)
no starch grains; primarily no starch grains; primarily 
carbohydrate is inulin, a carbohydrate is inulin, a 
dietary fiberdietary fiber

Bullbrier greenbrier (aka 
catbrier, Smilax bona-nox) 
starch grains presentstarch grains present

Spring beauty (Claytonia virginica) grows 
widely and densely
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Camas, onions, and false garlic have been recovered 
from ancient earth ovens, as have rain lily (above l.) & 

dog-tooth violet (above r.)

onion false garlic eastern camas

Albeit a small sample, radiocarbon ages on lily bulbs or 
hot-rock cooking features with bulbs indicate initial use 

in Texas’ savannahs by 9000-8000 years ago, with 
marked intensification occurring by 3000-1500 years ago

For 10,000+ years, the foodways of Indian people in 
the Post Oak Savannah stretch of the Brazos River 
basin were focused squarely on deer and wild roots


