VERTEBRATE SUBSISTENCE IN THE MISSISSIPPIAN-HISTORIC
TRANSITION

Barnet Pavao-Zuckerman

A considerable difficulty in understanding the Mississippian-
Historic transition among southeastern native cultures lies in
the discontinuities that exist in most forms of data available
to researchers. Zooarchaeological methods have the advantage
of providing rigorously comparable data from one time period
to the next. Faunal assemblages from several different envi-
ronments and different degrees of colonial penetration are
examined to explore changes that occurred in the vertebrate
subsistence patterns of southeastern peoples during this
pivotal time. Despite the arrival of Europeans and the intro-
duction of their domestic animals, the data indicate notable
continuity in subsistence strategies through time.

Historical changes among southeastern peoples in the
centuries after the arrival of Europeans are not well
understood. Some archaeologists, historians, and ethno-
historians argue for discontinuity in the Mississippian-
Historic transition (Hudson 1997:426-440), while others
argue for continuity (Muller 1997:402). From one point
of view, colonial Native American cultures carried on
traditional Mississippian adaptations in a changed, but
not unfamiliar, social environment. From the other, native
southeasterners developed entirely new adaptations to
completely different social situations. At present, it does
not appear that these two discordant views can be
easily reconciled. If, however, we consider this problem
from multiple historical time scales, as the Annales
historian Fernand Braudel (1958) proposed, both of these
approaches can be seen to be valid and incomplete at
the same time.

Braudel identified several levels of historical time.
Quotidian cultural phenomena belong in the smallest
level, the histoire événementielle. This level includes events
of everyday life that, while important to those exper-
iencing them, represent only brief moments in history.
The structural level, on the other hand, includes
phenomena that occur so slowly that they must be
viewed from a larger time scale. These large-scale and
enduring phenomena comprise the history of the longue
durée and are observable over centuries, if not longer.
The structural level includes phenomena such as
market economies and chiefdoms (Gougeon 1999).
Between these two extremes is a multitude of social and
economic trends, cycles, and patterns. Because the
Annales paradigm, in contrast to other historical

models, can account for both variability and stability
through time (Gougeon 1999), it offers archaeologists a
useful perspective on changes in southeastern native
societies.

One considerable difficulty in understanding the
Mississippian-Historic cultural transition lies in the dis-
continuities that exist in most forms of available data.
Certain kinds of information available to researchers for
the Mississippi period are not available for the Historic
period, and vice versa. For example, documentary
evidence, which is nonexistent for the prehistoric
Mississippi period, is present (though scarce and
notably biased) for the very early Historic period.
Likewise, the quality and quantity of archaeological data
changes across the Mississippian-Historic spectrum.
Significant changes in Native American material
culture after European colonization hinder efforts to
maintain standard methodologies for the analysis of
particular artifact types. Such problems have grave
implications for understanding and interpreting the
colonial era in the Southeast.

In contrast to documentary and certain types of material
culture data, zooarchaeological data has an advantage—
the quality and quantity of information changes very
little over time. Although zooarchaeological assemblages
contain significant biases, those biases are constant and
quantifiable, and can be accommodated during interpre-
tation. The presence of certain archaeological remains,
such as ceramics and lithics, can be tightly linked to
particular cultural practices and time period. Faunal
remains, on the other hand, are less dependent on
cultural practices for inclusion in archaeological sites,
despite vulnerability to physical and biochemical decay
processes. As long as vertebrate animals were exploited,
faunal remains will be included in deposited assem-
blages, regardless of cultural affiliation or time period.
Additionally, the same methods can be used to analyze
faunal remains from one time period to the next, which
allows more control over analytical biases and, there-
fore, lends more confidence to comparative studies.

My aim is to examine social change among southeast-
ern groups with respect to their vertebrate subsistence
strategies. [ consider human use of vertebrate resources
at several sites in the Southeast occupied during the
Mississippi, Protohistoric, and Historic periods, from
the sixteenth and late eighteenth centuries. Others have
undertaken similar projects (Gremillion and Reitz 1997;
Holm 1994; Reitz 1995). This research, however, includes
assemblages from a wider variety of contact situations
and environments and stresses multicomponent
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archaeological sites spanning two or more time periods.
My intent is to illuminate any changes observed and to
interpret or explain stasis or change. I also identify the
Braudelian level at which subsistence systems operate.
Because the purpose of this research is to describe a
model of subsistence change for the Southeast as a
region, specific details concerning excavation contexts
and species identifications are less important than the
overall patterns of resource exploitation indicated by
the summary tables. For site-specific information not
included in the following discussion, readers are
referred to the sources cited. Finally, I do not address
plant-based subsistence, although this is clearly an
important aspect of overall subsistence during the
periods in question. Stratified sites from the Southeast
with botanical and faunal data collected and inter-
preted using standardized approaches are extremely
rare. Gremillion (1993, 1995) has addressed plant-based
subsistence in the Southeast during the colonial period.

Zooarchaeological Remains

In the following exploration of faunal remains from
sixteenth- through late eighteenth-century southeastern
sites I rely almost exclusively on primary data sources
for my interpretations of indigenous subsistence
patterns and subsistence change, although secondary
data sources are referenced (Figure 1, Table 1). Faunal
assemblages identified at the University of Georgia's
Zooarchaeology Laboratory are favored in this study.
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Procedures for the identification and analysis of faunal
remains at this laboratory are standardized, which
facilitates inter-site comparison. Many types of bias—
taphonomic, excavation sampling, analytical—are intrinsic
to any zooarchaeological assemblage, and it is not feasible
in the context of this article to identify and review all of
the biases in each of the assemblages discussed. Suffice
it to say that the sites reviewed below generally have
large sample sizes and good recovery techniques.

Two quantitative measures are primarily used in
these analyses. Minimum Number of Individuals (MNI)
is an index of the contribution of individuals of each
species to the total assemblage and is estimated using
paired elements and age. Biomass, which partially compen-
sates for biases inherent in MNI, is an estimate of the
relative proportion of meat contributed to the diet by
individual taxa (Reitz and Wing 1999:227-228). Estimates
of biomass are based on the allometric principle that
proportions of body mass, skeletal mass, and skeletal
dimensions change with increasing body size. The two
measures together allow a more complete interpreta-
tion of the relative importance of various animal species
to human diet through time. Percentage of Number of
Individual Specimens (NISP) was used instead of bio-
mass for the Toqua site. Biomass estimates could not be
derived for the Toqua assemblage because bone
weights were not available. Percent NISP is not pro-
vided for the other faunal assemblages reviewed here
because I consider that statistic to be far inferior to
either percent MNI or percent biomass as a measure of
human subsistence.
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Figure 1. Selected Mississippian, protohistoric, and historic archaeological sites.
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Table 1. Summary of sites discussed in this study.

Weight Biomass
Site Context Date Range NISP (g) MNI  (kg) References
Single Component:
Beaverdam Creek no contact AD 1100-1500 7573 8,016.75 161 41.85 Reitz 1981, 1985; Reitz et al. 1987
Bayou de Familles no contact AD 1000-1500 1,685 333.13 30 3.28 Smith 1994
Bourbon Field indirect contact AD 1500-1680 15,331 3,346.27 107 29.36 Crook 1984; Reitz 1982
Carden Bottom intermittent contact  (Protohistoric) 974 1443.71 32 17.01 Smith 1995
McLelland intermittent contact AD 1300-1750 18,941 9,340.29 92 76.13 Weinand and Reitz 1993;
Kelley et al. 1996
Multicomponent:
Parkin AD 1350-1650 Keck 1997
Late Mississippian no contact 5,034 4,453.92 123 49.92
Protohistoric indirect contact 635 1,133.60 32 14.50
Fusihatchee Pavao et al. 1999
Early Mississippian  no contact AD 1000-1200 494 1,796.29 19 2.79
Protohistoric intermittent contact AD 1640-1700 11,166 25,673.42 126 67.87
Historic intermittent contact AD 1700-1780 3,746  7,885.80 83 82.43
Late Historic intermittent contact AD 1780-1814 536 2,128.74 14 24.49
Toqua Bogan 1980; Polhemus 1987
Late Mississippian ~ no contact AD 1300-1600 75,887 na 754 na
Historic intermittent contact AD 1600-1819 46,017 na 285 na
Mission-Associated:
Fig Springs daily contact AD 1607-1656 2,161 1,165.95 24 7.92 Newsom and Quitmyer 1992
Devil's Walkingstick AD 1250-1620 Smith et al. 1981
Prehistoric no contact 3,302 9132 127 6.96
Protohistoric intermittent contact 6,306 1,667.3 154 10.29

In the following tables, vertebrate taxa are grouped into
several meaningful categories: Fishes, Turtles/Alligators,
Snakes, Wild Birds, Domestic Birds, Deer, Other Wild
Mammals, Domestic Mammals, and Commensals. The
category “Other Wild Mammals” includes non-domesticated
mammals other than deer, such as opossum, rabbit,
bear, and raccoon. Commensal taxa include organisms
probably not consumed by site residents, but often
found in association with human habitation areas, such
as certain rodents. Some taxa that may have been eaten
are considered commensal because their presence is
encouraged by human groups primarily for reasons
other than as a food resource. Such taxa include dogs
(Canis familiaris), equids (Equus spp.), and domestic cats
(Felis domesticus). Lists of species identified at each site
are not provided here because, although species-level
identifications are important, for the purposes of this
study broad categories reveal more about overall subsis-
tence patterns in the Southeast.

The sites reviewed below were chosen for study for
several reasons. Mississippian assemblages represent
southeastern subsistence strategies immediately before
European contact, and provide a baseline for compara-
tive purposes. Earlier research has indicated a correlation
between subsistence change and the degree of contact
with European groups. For this reason, sites from a
variety of contact situations are considered, including
sites with indirect, intermittent, and direct daily contact
with Europeans through trade or religious activities.
Sites from a variety of environments are also included.

Ideal candidates for this sort of study would be strati-
fied sites with separable components spanning two or
more time periods between the sixteenth and late eigh-
teenth centuries. In reality, few such sites with adequate
faunal data have been excavated in the Southeast.
Despite efforts to identify and include multi-component
sites, the majority of the sites used in this analysis are,
in fact, single component sites. Sites with long occupa-
tions spanning several time periods, but for which fine
chronological division has not been achieved archaeo-
logically, are included as "Single Component Sites."

Single Component Sites

Beaverdam Creek is a Mississippian mound and village
site on a tributary of the Savannah River. The site was
occupied during the Savannah II and Lamar phases
(Rudolph and Hally 1985). Zooarchaeological samples
were collected from several mound, village, and midden
contexts using Y%-inch mesh and some selective fine
screening. In terms of biomass, deer dominates the
assemblage (Table 2; Reitz 1985:422; Reitz et al. 1987).
However, more fish individuals were utilized than any
other taxonomic category, and turtles and other wild
mammals are fairly common. No bison were identified
in the assemblage. Residents of the village exploited
food resources from a wide variety of habitats. These
data indicate a generalist hunting and fishing strategy,
with deer contributing the bulk of the meat (Reitz 1985:
416).
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