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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Corner-tang stone artifacts of the Plains states 

have been of interest to both avocational and 

professional archaeologists for quite some time. A 

considerable amount of speculation has surrounded their 

origin and function. Now, some 95 years after the first 

report of a corner-tang artifact in the United States 

was made, archaeologists know more about the age and 

distribution of the type, but there is still much to be 

learned. 

Corner-tang stone artifacts are bifacial 

implements that have been manufactured from chert or 

other cryptocrystalline stones. What distinguishes 

corner-tang stone artifacts from other bifaces is the 

off-set position of the tang (Figure 1). This rare 

artifact comes in several body forms and is categorized 

according to the location of the tang relative to the 

base of the artifact. The presence of a tang and its 

placement have led some to believe that the artifact 

was a hafted tool. 

Though several terms will be used in this paper to 

refer to corner-tang knives, as they are commonly known 

throughout the Plains, I will utilize insofar as 

possible the term "corner-tang artifact" that was 

employed by Patterson in 1936. This term is not 

function-specific and does not imply use strictly as a 



mm^mumm^mmmt^^^mm*— 

IB 
9 

U 
« 

n 
— w 

c a 

Qi U 

no ^ 

N Cfr* 
•H « w 
10 43 

c 
u •> 

n « 
g oo era 
•H lOjQ 
O-H I 

a«o'o 

n 

4J « « 
04> O 
IB I «) 

•HO a 
4J C 

« o c 
_ 0 « 

u 

0 ô  
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knife; I do this intentionally. Though the artifact is 

widely recognized as a cutting or skinning tool, these 

functions have not been verified by use-wear studies, 

and other functions have been proposed. For example 

use as a "fish knife" was suggested by Moorehead 

(1910). He hypothesized that due to the size of the 

tang and its relation to the rest of the artifact 

(blade) that "it must have been used on something easy 

to cut." Moorehead (1910) further states that the 

artifact is "possibly a knife for opening fish, as it 

was found where trout are plentiful." 

Other terms used to describe corner-tang artifacts 

include "ceremonial tomahawk" (Meroney 1935), 

"ceremonial knife" (Renaud 1932), "specialized or 

notched knives" (Renaud 1942), "corner-tang biface" 

(Turner and Hester 1985) and "tanged knife" (Gooding 

1981). The type specimens (Figure 1) reported by 

Patterson in 1936, and referred to collectively as 

"corner-tang artifacts," are as follows: (A) the base 

corner-tang, (B) the diagonal corner-tang, (C) the back 

corner-tang, (D) bifurcated and two tang pieces, (E) 

the mid-back tang, and (F) reworked pieces or drills. 

Renaud (1942:67) suggests that the term 

"corner-tang artifact" is too specialized to cover the 

wide variety of corner-tang specimens, commenting that 

"some knives have the tang on the base-line and others 

on the dorsal edge, and they obviously belong to the 



same general class, ^corner-tang' being only one 

variety in the group." He suggested the adoption of 

the term "stemmed" or "tanged" artifacts which would 

eliminate the misleading title of corner-tang (Renaud 

1942:67). Furthermore, "stemmed" or "tanged" artifacts 

could be employed for the specimens without specifying 

the arrangement of the tang. 

For the sake of consistency in this study I will 

employ the term "corner-tang artifact" as used by 

Patterson, although I will be referring to the other 

types of specimens such as mid-back tang and back 

corner-tang artifacts (Figure 1, C and D). 

It was once thought that corner-tang artifacts 

were specific to Texas (Patterson 1936). It was later 

discovered that corner-tang artifacts were distributed 

throughout the Plains states (Patterson 1937). 

Corner-tang artifacts are most common in north-central 

Texas, specifically Bell, Milam, Comanche, Bastrop, 

Williamson, Coryell, Travis, and McLennan Counties 

(Figure 2). Moreover, corner-tang artifacts are 

associated with the Balcones Escarpment region of 

Central Texas (Hall 1981; Mitchell and Orchard 1984). 

The Balcones Escarpment (Figure 3) is the margin 

between two distinctive physiographic/geologic 

provinces which stretch from Del Rio to Fort Worth 

(Weeks 1945; Spearing 1991). To the west of the 

escarpment is the uplifted Edwards Plateau (Cretaceous 

limestone) and to the east the lowland Blackland 



Figure 2. The eight Texas counties with the most 
corner-tang artifacts found (A) Comanche 40, 
(B) Coryell 31, (C) McLennan 19, (D) Bell 61, 
(E) Williamson 34, (F) Milam 43, (G) Travis 20, 
and (H) Bastrop 34. 



Prairie or Gulf Coastal Plain (Fenneman 1931, 1938; 

Abbott 1973). Spearing (1991:114) states that "the 

escarpment is [a] fault-line scarp, caused by faster 

erosion of the softer rocks which lie to the south and 

east of the Balcones fault." Associated with the fault 

zone are several valuable resources. For example, 

timber grows on the hills associated with the Miocene 

fault and to the east the fertile prairies host a wide 

range of game animals (Spearing 1991). In addition, 

the scarp environment offers several vigorous springs 

and caves that played host to Central Texas aboriginal 

groups. Of particular interest in this area are the 

abundant outcrops of high quality ledge cherts suitable 

for manufacture of chipped stone tools. 

Corner-tang artifacts are rare on the Plains. It 

is a popular belief among collectors, as well as 

archaeologists, that corner-tang artifacts are somehow 

associated with the bison-hunting cultures of the 

Plains area. In Central Texas, collectors note that 

corner-tangs are often found with Castroville, 

Marshall, Montell, and Marcos dart points (Hall 

1981:302). Bison bones are found associated with some 

of these types in Central Texas middens (see Dillehay 

1974). From this association, it is assumed that 

corner-tang artifacts are related to bison hunting, but 

this logic may be flawed. 



Figure 3. The Balcones Escarpment. 



8 
Corner-tang artifacts are also found outside the 

Plains proper. Examples include specimens from Vail, 

Colorado (Gooding 1981), from South Texas (Chandler et 

al. 1983), and from the caves of the Rio Grande (Pearce 

and Jackson 1933; McReynolds 1984). Bison remains are 

also found outside the Plains proper, such as at 

Bonfire Shelter (41 W 218) which is located in the 

Trans-Pecos region of Texas. Patterson (1937:31) noted 

that corner-tang artifacts "...occur in the group of 

states located between the Mississippi River and the 

Rocky Mountains, and extending from Texas to Montana." 

Patterson's Study 

In 1936, Dr. J. T. Patterson produced an important 

study dealing with corner-tang artifacts. Patterson 

was on the faculty of the Zoology Department at The 

University of Texas at Austin. J. E. Pearce wrote the 

foreword to Patterson's "The Corner-Tang Flint 

Artifacts of Texas" (1936:5) and stated: "this study 

represents a profound interest on his part in a field 

that is to him a second love; namely, archaeology, his 

chief hobby." Pearce also noted that Patterson had 

collected a number of specimens of this "very 

interesting and elsewhere unknown implement" (1936:5). 

Patterson's study was four years in the making and 

the scope of his research has not been matched by later 

archaeologists. This study cataloged 533 corner-tang 



specimens located in 70 Texas counties. Patterson 

examined several collections personally, although most 

of his information came from collectors around Texas. 

Patterson sent letters to several collectors requesting 

outline tracings and recovery location data for each 

artifact. Patterson found that most of the artifacts 

came from open campsites. Several came from "oven 

middens." Oven middens are commonly referred to as 

"burnt rock middens" which occur throughout West and 

Central Texas. These middens consist of dense 

accumulations of burned, fractured limestone that 

resulted from cooking of various edible materials (Weir 

1976). 

Patterson's study addressed several aspects 

concerning the curious corner-tang biface. Patterson 

noted, after studying numerous corner-tang specimens, 

that he was able to recognize at least six types or 

varieties of the artifact. In categorizing these 

artifacts, Patterson used the location of the tang in 

relation to the working edge to classify his specimens. 

Patterson stated that his classification system should 

not be considered rigid, but it seems to have held up 

well since. Other authors (Mitchell and Orchard 1984; 

McReynolds 1984) have used Patterson's categories as an 

aid in sorting the various corner-tang specimens, and I 

hope to further solidify these categories in my study. 

Other variety names have been suggested (Renaud 1942) ; 
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however, the six categories suggested by Patterson 

(Figure 1) do serve the needs for sorting the 

specimens. J. L. Mitchell (1984:1) makes the 

interesting observation that "there is, perhaps, a bit 

too much emphasis in the issue on tvpes of corner-tang 

artifacts, with repeated reference back to Patterson's 

1936 study." Mitchell goes on to emphasize that "this 

is not meant to institutionalize his typology but 

rather a way to bridge the decades and show the 

relevance of his seminal work..." (1984:1). 

Patterson also addressed the issue of probable 

hafting methods for the various artifacts. The way in 

which these artifacts were hafted is still in question, 

although one corner-tang artifact (Figure 4) was found 

with a handle in place (Meroney 1935). Parker (1973:74) 

states that "this item was picked up by Miss Ula 

Parsons in eastern Colorado after her father was killed 

during a wagon train attack in 1850." I spoke with 

Frank Runkles, the owner of the specimen, and he 

verified that the artifact is a true corner-tang 

(Runkles 1992). The issue of probable hafting methods 

for these artifacts will be addressed in the following 

chapters. 

My objectives in this study are to review the 

literature concerning corner-tang stone artifacts, 

summarize the use-wear studies, update the 

distributional map, and speculate on the significance 

of the distribution of corner-tangs on the Plains. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

This chapter presents a review of the 

archaeological literature pertaining to corner-tang 

artifacts. Sources of information range from major 

scientific journals to the periodicals published by 

regional archaeological societies within the State of 

Texas. This chapter is divided into two subsections; 

the first subsection deals with the relevant literature 

up to 1936. The remaining portion of the chapter 

addresses the articles that followed Patterson's 1937 

supplement. The main purpose of this chapter is to 

synthesize the scientific literature concerning 

corner-tang artifacts. The reviews of the various 

articles will not go into great detail. Articles with 

pertinent information, such as the temporal and spatial 

context of corner-tangs, will be considered in greater 

detail in the following chapter. 

1890-1936 

Corner-tang artifacts were first reported at the 

end of the 19th Century by Wilson (1897). Wilson noted 

a "curious form" found in San Saba County along the 

Colorado River in Central Texas. Wilson offers no 

further insights about the artifact's form or possible 

usage (Wilson 1897, Plate 39, Figure 19). Again in 

1898, Wilson wrote a short article addressing the issue 

12 
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of classifying arrow points, spearheads and knives. 

Wilson visualized four divisions of artifacts ranging 

from leaf shaped and triangular forms, to stemmed, and 

to what he termed "peculiar forms." Within Wilson's 

peculiar forms category was the corner-tang artifact 

from San Saba County that he had mentioned in 1897. 

This time around, Wilson categorized it specifically as 

a Forma curiosa (Wilson 1898:468). 

Moorehead (1900:199) noted one possible 

corner-tang knife that was found on the east coast of 

the United States in Kuzton, Pennsylvania. In the same 

publication, Moorehead (1900:371) draws attention to 

one other knife-like artifact found in Louisiana. He 

labeled the artifact a "peculiar barbed knife." Both 

of these knife-like artifacts show a remote resemblance 

to the specimens found in Texas, but they lack the 

distinguishing features of the highly stylized 

specimens from Central Texas. In fact, the artifacts 

(Figure 5) are nothing more than asymmetrical pieces. 

In 1937, Patterson (1937:32) noted that many of the 

tracings sent to him by collectors were 

" asymmetrical flint pieces that are found in 

practically every state." Although the two previous 

specimens, in my opinion, do not qualify as actual 

corner-tang artifacts, Figure 106 of the same 

publication (Moorehead 1900:83) does show a 

questionable corner-tang which Moorehead called a 
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Figure 5. Asymmetrical pieces 
(A) Pennsylvania, (B) Louisiana, 
and (C) Kansas (copied from 
Moorehead 1900)• 



15 
"shouldered knife." The specimen was found in the 

vicinity of Quivira, Kansas. 

In 1910, Moorehead again reported on a corner-tang 

artifact while examining a collection from eastern 

Colorado (Moorehead 1910:159). Moorehead noted that 

the specimen from Colorado had a weak tang. On this 

basis, he hypothesized that the artifact was utilized 

for cutting soft meat, hence the short-lived name "fish 

knife." 

In 1926, Brown compiled a book entitled The 

Archaeology of Mississippi. He illustrated a "peculiar 

knife blade" from Pontotoc County, Mississippi. The 

artifact is an example of a two tang specimen (Figure 

1, D) . Brown (1926:145) also noted that both edges of 

the blade proper were sharp. 

Hough (1927:296) noted that "an unusual implement 

of chipped flint" had been reported in several parts of 

the Plains states. The author further suggested that 

the peculiar artifacts were some form of knife similar 

to a flint spearhead which is "...nocked equally on 

both corners of the base." Hough continued his 

description and stated that "[the knife] is nocked for 

hafting on one corner, opposite the edge designed for 

cutting." Two of the four specimens he described were 

from Central Texas, specifically Hays and Travis 

Counties (Figure 6, B and C). The other two corner-tang 

artifacts were found in Colorado and New Mexico 

(Figure 6, A and D). The specimen from Colorado closely 
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resembles the artifact from Central Kansas listed by 

Moorehead in 1900. 

Moorehead's 1931 survey and subsequent publication 

on the Upper Arkansas River Valley (1931:117) revealed 

an "unusual and highly specialized chipped object" that 

appears to be a broken corner-tang artifact. The 

specimen was found near Canon City, Colorado, and is 

noted for its similarity to other such artifacts found 

in the Texas Panhandle. 

In a 1932 report on eastern Wyoming, Renaud was 

presented with an artifact which had been found in 

1890. The author stated that the artifact was 

recovered from a thick hematite bed formerly used by 

natives in the area as a source of red ochre. The 

artifact (Renaud 1932:51-54) was described as having 

two notches which formed a short stem, "apparently made 

to allow hafting, although the nature and the shape of 

the handle are unknown." Because of the artifact's 

shape and lack of use-wear, Renaud termed the artifact 

a "ceremonial knife." The term "ceremonial knife" was 

also used by Meroney in a 1935 article describing and 

illustrating a hafted corner-tang (Figure 4). More 

recent evidence supports the idea that some of the 

larger corner-tang artifacts were non-utilitarian in 

nature (McReynolds 1984; Hall 1981). 
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In 1933, Pearce and Jackson published a report 

dealing with excavations which took place in a 

rockshelter in Val Verde County, Texas (Figure 7, A). 

The rockshelter is located in Seminole Canyon which is 

part of the Rio Grande drainage system. The 

rockshelter is likewise only a couple of miles from the 

Pecos River. Although several of the rockshelters in 

the area had been disturbed by "pot hunters," the 

University of Texas crew was still able to recover 

substantial collections of artifacts. Under the 

sub-heading "Unusual Flint Artifacts," the authors 

describe a "corner-tang awl" (Figure 1, F). Four 

corner-tang artifacts were recovered from the 

rockshelter and three others were brought to the 

authors' attention while conducting interviews in the 

area. Pearce and Jackson (1933:47) stated that "these 

corner-tang implements are strikingly like some 

seventy-five specimens that have been found in Central 

Texas within a radius of fifty miles of Austin." Even 

though seven corner-tangs were recovered, the authors 

hypothesized that corner-tang artifacts were not common 

in the Pecos region. As of 1936, Patterson reported 10 

corner-tang artifacts for the entire county, which is 

the highest total for that region of the state. 

In 1935, two articles in the Bulletin of The Texas 

Archaeological and Paleontoloaical Society mentioned 

corner-tang artifacts. Ray (1935:76) wrote an article 

dealing with the "pottery complex artifacts" near 
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Figure 7. Texas counties referred to in the text 
(A) Val Verde, (B) Edwards, Real, and Uvalde 
(Nueces Canyon), (C) Taylor (Abilene), (D) Victoria, 
(E) McLennan, (F) Lampasas, (G) Austin, (H) Jackson, 
(I) Jim Wells and Nueces, (J) Bexar, (K) Karnes, 
and (L) Dimmit. 
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Abilene, and Huskey (1935:108) wrote an article about 

an archaeological survey of the Nueces Canyon (Figure 

7, B). 

In his report, Ray briefly mentions what he called 

"eccentric tanged knives," and he compared them to the 

knife listed by Wilson in 1897. Ray classified the 

knives associated with the "pottery sites" around 

Abilene (Figure 7, C) into four "forms" with 

corner-tang knives being his fourth form. Ray (1935:76) 

described the artifacts in the same manner as previous 

authors noting that "a tang has been cut into the edge 

in an offset manner." 

Huskey's article discusses several different 

archaeological features, including burned rock middens. 

Huskey recovered four corner-tang artifacts from the 

burned rock middens with three of them coming from one 

mound. Huskey (1935:108) hypothesized that the 

artifacts were most likely used for several different 

purposes. The relationship between burned rock middens 

and corner-tang artifacts will be discussed in greater 

detail in the chapter to follow-

1937-1992 

In 1936, Patterson published his famous study "The 

Corner-Tang Flint Artifacts of Texas." After the 

article began to circulate, Patterson received numerous 
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replies from various parts of the United States. The 

comments were in response to the postscript in his 

original article. Patterson wrote that he had heard 

"statements to the effect that a few corner-tang pieces 

had been found in some of the states bordering on the 

Mississippi River, but [he] had not been able to 

confirm these statements until after [the] paper had 

gone to press" (Patterson 1936:28). Patterson stated 

that he would be glad to learn of additional specimens 

from regions of the nation he had not mentioned. 

Patterson's 1937 article, "Supplementary Notes on 

the Corner-Tang Artifact," updated the distributional 

map for corner-tang artifacts to include 14 states. 

The 14 states are: Arkansas, Colorado, Illinois, Iowa, 

Kansas, Mississippi, Missouri, Montana, Oklahoma, 

Nebraska, New Mexico, South Dakota, Texas and Wyoming. 

The additional information Patterson acquired after 

1936 led him to conclude that corner-tang artifacts 

were associated with the Plains region (Figure 8), 

particularly those states between the Mississippi River 

and the Rocky Mountain foothills. 

In addition to adding the 13 new states to the 

distributional map, Patterson received several more 

reports of corner-tang pieces from within the State of 

Texas. The total number of specimens for the state was 

increased from 533 to 608. Thirteen new counties were 

added to the 70 Texas counties listed in 1936. They 

are: Bandera, Dallam, Gonzales, Karnes, Lamar, Medina, 
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Figure 8. Corner-tang distribution on the Plains. 
Scattered numbers represent approximate find locations 
by county, while totals are listed after 
state name (copied from Patterson 1937). 
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Oldham, Panola, Parker, Randall, San Jacinto, Sherman, 

and Young counties. Patterson stated that six of the 

new counties were located in Central Texas and seven 

were outside of the Central Texas region. Three of the 

new counties (Lamar, Panola and San Jacinto) were in 

what is considered East Texas and four (Dallam, Oldham, 

Randall and Sherman) of the counties were in the Texas 

Panhandle (Figure 9). 

The greatest concentration of these artifacts was 

still in Central Texas. Patterson attributed the high 

number of corner-tang specimens in the region to the 

favorable environmental conditions and abundance of 

resources necessary for aboriginal survival. The 

resources include chert deposits, vigorous springs, and 

herds of game animals (Weeks 1945; Spearing 1991), all 

of which occur along the Balcones Escarpment (Figure 

3) . In theory, a hospitable climate, availability of 

food and water, and "...other environmental factors 

would influence the number of artifacts left behind in 

the different regions" (Patterson 1936:18). Patterson 

(1937:37) hypothesized that the "specimens secured in 

Texas had been carried north, where they could have 

been duplicated." This is a reasonable hypothesis, the 

utility of which will be further considered below. 

Following Patterson's 1936 and 1937 articles, 

several publications surfaced dealing with the subject 

of corner-tang artifacts (Fischel 1938; Renaud 1942). 
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These publications offered only a limited amount of 

information, besides the usual description of the 

artifacts and their regional distributions. Not until 

the mid-1960's did articles begin to emerge dealing 

with the proposed age of these curious artifacts (Story 

and Shafer 1965; Preston and Shiner 1969). 

In 1938, Fischel wrote a very brief article in 

American Anticmity that reviewed Patterson's (1936) 

original article on corner-tang artifacts in Texas 

(Fischel 1938:53). Fischel pointed out that other 

references to corner-tang artifacts were available and 

that most of the citations came from outside Texas. 

Apparently Fischel's article was submitted prior to 

Patterson's (1937) second article which addressed that 

very issue. Fischel (1938:152-154) noted several 

references, of which Patterson was apparently unaware, 

concerning corner-tangs emanating from outside the 

Plains region. One of the references pertains to an 

article in a Wisconsin journal penned by C. E. Brown in 

1936. Fischel listed the artifact described and 

illustrated by Brown as a "back corner-tang knife." I 

was unable to obtain this publication due to the age of 

the document and therefore have not been able to verify 

the claim of Fischel and Brown. 

In October of 1938, W. A. Duffen and a Works 

Project Administration (W.P.A.) field crew excavated an 

immense prehistoric site located in Victoria County, 

Texas (Figure 7, D). The Morhiss Site (41 VT 1) is 
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located on the east side of the Guadalupe River and is 

situated on a terrace remnant that is approximately a 

quarter of a mile from the present channel (Campbell 

1976:81). The 300 by 475 foot midden was originally 

thought to be an earthen mound built by prehistoric 

people. However, test excavations performed by The 

University of Texas in January and June of 1932 proved 

the assumption incorrect. Three distinct zones were 

observed in the midden. Five thousand four hundred 

artifacts and 250 burials were removed (Duffen 

1940:17). In 1976, Campbell reviewed and rewrote most 

of the original study for a University of Texas at San 

Antonio publication dealing with Victoria and Goliad 

Counties. Campbell stated that "the midden deposit and 

its contents will be difficult to interpret because of 

so much disturbance by man and by burrowing animals" 

(1976:82). However, seven corner-tangs were recovered 

from the mound during the process of excavating 5,000 

five-foot squares of matrix (Campbell 1976:82). 

In 1942, Renaud wrote a short article for Man 

entitled "The North American Tang-Knife." The author 

reviewed Patterson's two articles from 1936 and 1937 in 

addition to drawing attention to various other 

corner-tang artifacts in the scientific literature. 

Renaud made two interesting observations. He saw 

similarities between a Japanese semilunar knife (Renaud 

1942:65) and Patterson's mid-back tang (Figure 1, E). 
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Patterson had compared some corner-tang pieces to 

Solutrean one-shouldered points (1936:10), but he made 

no mention of the Japanese Neolithic tools discussed by 

Renaud. Renaud also draws attention to the fact that 

not a single corner-tang artifact had been reported 

from the country west of the Rocky Mountains (Renaud 

1942:67), although they occasionally surface in the 

states bordering the Mississippi (Patterson 

1937:32-33). 

In 1959, Wedel illustrated two corner-tangs from 

the Central Plains. The two artifacts (Wedel 

1959:209;540) were both found near the Kansas River in 

the vicinity of Manhattan, Kansas. Wedel's only comment 

was that corner-tang knives are not uncommon in the 

general area and their age range was still not known 

(Wedel 1959:564). 

During excavations at Waco Reservoir in McLennan 

County, Texas (Figure 7, E), Story and Shafer (1965) 

recovered a single corner-tang artifact. The specimen, 

which was unearthed at the Britton Site, was found in 

the same stratigraphic zone as a hearth feature. Two 

radiocarbon dates were obtained from the feature, 

offering the first glimpse at the possible age of 

corner-tang artifacts. These and other dates will be 

covered in the chapter to follow. 

In 1969, four corner-tang artifacts were recovered 

from the McCann Site (Figure 7, F) in Lampasas County, 

Texas (Preston and Shiner 1969). The McCann Site 
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consists of five different middens that were associated 

with a "rapidly flowing spring." The middens were 

excavated according to their natural stratigraphy which 

was divided into three zones. Zone 1 represented the 

top portion. Zone 2 the middle, and Zone 3 the lowest 

portion of the midden. Three of the corner-tang 

artifacts were found in Zone 1 of the middens and one 

other was found in the upper portion of Zone 2 

(Preston and Shiner 1969:189). 

Twelve years passed before corner-tang artifacts 

surfaced in the literature again; however, the reports 

that were published in 1981 did contribute considerably 

to the corner-tang puzzle (Gooding 1981; Hall 1981). In 

1981, Gooding reported excavations at a multi-component 

prehistoric site in the mountains of Colorado. The 

site is located at the summit of Vail Pass just below 

the timber line. The site which is "the largest, most 

thoroughly analyzed, high elevation prehistoric 

occupations in North America" revealed 71 different 

features (Gooding 1981:1). Included among the 71 

features were 48 fire hearths from which 33 radiocarbon 

samples were taken. Associated with two of the rock 

clusters was a fragmentary corner-tang artifact. As 

indicated earlier, temporal context and cultural 

affiliations will be focused on in greater detail in 

the following chapter. 
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Also in 1981, Hall reported excavations at an 

Archaic cemetery located in Austin County, Texas 

(Figure 7, G). The site is located near the bank of 

Aliens Creek on the lower portion of a gently sloping 

ridge. The erosional ridge is midway between the 

Brazos River flood plain and the coastal prairie (Hall 

1981:29). The Ernest Witte Site (41 AU 36) contained 

238 burials "which were stratified into four distinct 

levels" (Hall 1981:56). Of particular interest with 

respect to this study are the grave inclusions that 

were recovered from the Group 2 burials, a Late Archaic 

component contained in the site. Hall (1981:88) stated 

that the "Group 2 burials contained the greatest number 

and variety of artifact inclusions of the four burial 

groups found at the site." One of the Group 2 burials 

that stood out among the others, due to the uniqueness 

of the grave inclusions, was Burial 31. The burial was 

identified as a young adult female who had two 

exceptional corner-tang artifacts placed by her side at 

death. As with the Vail Pass specimen (Gooding 1981), 

radiocarbon dates were obtained, although the Ernest 

Witte dates were obtained from bone samples. These 

dates and other associations will be covered in greater 

detail in Chapter III. 

In 1981, a phase III mitigation report of seven 

prehistoric sites within the Palmetto Bend Reservoir 

was published. The reservoir is located in Jackson 

County, Texas (Figure 7, H) and contained sites ranging 
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in age from late Paleo-Indian to Late Prehistoric. The 

Little Rise Star Site (41 JK 163), contained two 

discernible components. The late component was 

interpreted to be Late Prehistoric (A.D. 700-1600) 

according to the associated artifacts (1981:29). A 

corner-tang artifact was found associated with this 

Late Prehistoric component. 

In the mid-1980's a plethora of reports were 

published by the Southern Texas Archaeological 

Association (STAA) dealing with different aspects of 

corner-tang artifacts. The STAA's publication. La 

Tierra. has by far surpassed other journals in 

corner-tang literature. In 1983, Chandler et al. 

reported on several surface scatters along Javelin 

Creek near its confluence with the Nueces River in Jim 

Wells and Nueces Counties (Figure 7, I). The authors 

stated that the artifacts recovered came from 

cultivated fields on the Knolle Jersey Farms near the 

county line (Chandler et al. 1983:23). A corner-tang 

artifact with minimal plow damage was recovered from 

one of the many surface sites along the creek. A 

corner-tang artifact was reported from Nueces County by 

Patterson (1936:19); however, the specimen from the 

Knolle Jersey Farms was the first for Jim Wells County. 

In April of 1984, La Tierra dedicated the entire 

issue to corner-tang artifacts. The first article 

(Mitchell and Orchard 1984:2-5) dealt with three 
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corner-tang artifacts from northern Bexar County, Texas 

(Figure 7, j), specifically in the Olmos Dam area. 

Located in the general vicinity is a perennial spring 

that has supported aboriginal groups from the 

Paleo-Indian period through early Historic times 

(Orchard and Campbell 1954:454-465). Three different 

varieties of corner-tang artifacts came from the area, 

increasing the number of specimens in Bexar County from 

five to eight (Patterson 1936:19). The three 

corner-tang artifacts (diagonal, mid-back and drill) 

were part of a collection containing 10,000 artifacts, 

all of which came from the Olmos Basin (Mitchell and 

Orchard 1984:3). Mitchell and Orchard (1984:3) 

concluded that "the relative frequency of the 

corner-tang artifacts in the Orchard Collection may 

give some indication of the rarity of the artifact 

type." 

In the same publication, McReynolds reported on 

four fragmentary corner-tang artifacts and three 

base-tang artifacts that were recovered from several 

rockshelter midden deposits near the edge of the 

Edwards and Stockton Plateaus (McReynolds 1984:6). The 

shelters are situated near the confluence of the Pecos 

River and the Rio Grande in Val Verde County, Texas 

(Figure 7, A). The seven artifacts came from six 

different shelters on both sides of the Pecos River, 

which divides the two plateaus into the eastern, or 

Edwards Plateau, and western, or Stockton Plateau. 
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McReynolds (1984:6) stated in the introduction that 

"regrettably the method of recovery does not lend 

credibility to any confident statement to association"; 

however, the specimens do increase the count of 

corner-tang artifacts for Val Verde County from ten to 

17. 

Also in April of 1984 there appeared an article in 

La Tierra dealing with an isolated burial from Karnes 

County, Texas (Figure 7, K). The burial was located on 

the upper terrace of the San Antonio River and 

contained over 50 artifacts (Mitchell et al. 1984:12). 

The landowner and a friend excavated the burial. It 

was subsequently documented by the authors (41 KA 23). 

Among an "unusual quantity of grave goods" were five 

corner-tang artifacts, two of which were drills. Also 

associated with the corner-tang artifacts were 13 

projectile points, many of which were Marcos points, as 

well as a variety of preforms. 

Later in 1984, in the October issue of La Tierra. 

an article by Weber looked at the morphological 

similarities between three different types of 

artifacts. The artifacts included Ensor projectile 

points, Marcos projectile points, and corner-tang 

artifacts, all of which are assumed to be diagnostic of 

the Late Archaic (Weir 1976; Turner and Hester 1985). 

Information was also given as to the process by which 

corner-tang artifacts are subsequently made into other 
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forms such as corner-tang drills and mid-back artifacts 

through resharpening (McReynolds 1984:30). 

Four years passed before the next article appeared 

in La Tierra concerning corner-tang artifacts. 

Chandler (1988:20-23) documented four miniature 

corner-tangs from Bexar County, Texas (Figure 7, J). 

The artifacts were recovered from the old channel of 

the San Antonio River prior to the 1950's and prior to 

the rerouting of the river through the City of San 

Antonio (Chandler 1988:20). Chandler was quick to point 

out that the artifacts were not large specimens that 

were reworked into their present form, but were in fact 

miniature replicas of the larger forms (Chandler 

1988:23). The report adds significantly to the 

corner-tang information by indicating the different 

sizes in which the artifact manifests itself, as well 

as increasing the number of reported artifacts for the 

county. 

In the most recent La Tierra publication (July 

1992) , Hester and Whatley documented several artifacts 

from an eroded occupation site (41 DM 59) in Dimmit 

County, Texas (Figure 7, L). The artifacts range in 

age from the Paleo-Indian period to the early Historic 

period. The surface materials from the site indicate 

the typical southern Texas assemblage, however there 

are indications of contact with other regions (1992:5). 

The bulk of the site's materials are related to the 

Archaic period and of particular interest is a 
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corner-tang fragment typical of the Late Archaic in 

Central Texas (Hester and Whatley 1992:5). 

In this chapter, a review of the archaeological 

literature pertaining to corner-tang artifacts has been 

presented. Each synopsis provides information as to 

the circumstances under which each corner-tang artifact 

was recovered. The cultural affiliations, as well as 

the temporal and spatial context of the various 

discoveries, will be addressed in the chapter to 

follow. The theories dealing with the possible 

function of corner-tang artifacts and probable hafting 

methods employed will also be covered in Chapter III. 



CHAPTER III 

SOME THEORIES ON THE FUNCTION 

AND AGE OF CORNER-TANG ARTIFACTS 

This chapter will focus on several different 

aspects of the corner-tang artifact, including their 

possible function and age, as well as their origin and 

probable hafting techniques. 

Age Range 

Although no specific ages had been ascertained for 

corner-tangs from the controlled excavations of the 

middens and rockshelters, certain cultural 

characteristics were observed. It had been known from 

the beginning that corner-tang artifacts could be 

assigned great antiquity. At the least, corner-tang 

artifacts had been recovered at "considerable depth" 

from within the midden and "unassociated with white 

artifacts" (Patterson 1936:25.) When Pearce and 

Jackson (1933:47) led excavations at the Seminole 

Canyon rockshelter four corner-tang artifacts were 

discovered. After thoroughly examining the data, the 

authors found that "no traces of white contact were 

found" associated with any of the deposits (Pearce and 

Jackson 1933:5). 

In 1936, Patterson quite cautiously addressed the 

temporal context of corner-tang artifacts (1936:24). 

35 
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He stated that most of the corner-tang artifacts had 

been found on the surface at open campsites. Most of 

the corner-tang artifacts shown to me by collectors 

have come from surface scatters as well. 

Thomas (1933) commented that the heavy rainfall 

which occurs over the Central Texas region, coupled 

with the nature of open campsites have acted as 

spoilers in preserving aboriginal sites. For example, 

along the Balcones Escarpment, where corner-tang 

artifacts are frequently found, heavy rainfall and 

catastrophic flooding occur quite regularly. The 

spring and summer torrents of Central Texas are 

intensified due to the presence of the scarp. The 

effects of the seasonal storm occurrences are magnified 

when moisture-laden Gulf coastal air masses are cooled 

and lifted up onto the Edwards Plateau (Brown 1982:2). 

Spearing (1991:114) states that "years [of] erosion by 

streams has attacked the margins of the plateau...while 

the west half of central Texas remains a high flat 

plateau, the east half...is deeply eroded." 

Although many of the sites yielding corner-tang 

artifacts are open campsites, several of the specimens 

have been found in rockshelters (Pearce and Jackson 

1933; McReynolds 1984). Patterson cited the 

excavations conducted by The University of Texas in the 

early-1930's in Val Verde County, Texas. Four 

corner-tang artifacts were recovered from the 
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rockshelter deposits of Seminole Canyon. Pearce 

(1936:25) stated in the preface of the subsequent 

publication "A Prehistoric Rock Shelter in Val Verde 

County, Texas" that the remains which were unearthed 

from the shelter were those of a "modified late Basket 

Maker type." This was the first indication of a 

relative age and possible cultural affiliation for 

corner-tang artifacts. Patterson stated that "the 

antic[uity of corner-tang pieces will depend on the 

dates assigned to the kitchen middens and rockshelter 

deposits by the archaeologists." 

At this point attention must be focused on the 

"burnt rock mounds" or "kitchen middens" which are so 

prevalent in Central Texas. Weir (1976:34) has stated 

that burned rock middens are "simply accretions of 

cracked and burned limestone rocks," which are a result 

of repeated cooking episodes. Burned rock middens can 

range in size from 15 feet in diameter to as much as an 

acre, and range from a few inches to over six feet in 

thickness. 

Patterson cited five examples of corner-tang 

artifacts that were excavated from burnt rock middens 

(1936:24). He felt that the five examples were 

sufficient " to show that corner-tang pieces are 

present in kitchen middens of central Texas" (1936:24). 

Additional examples of corner-tang artifacts associated 

with middens or midden activity are discussed below. 
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Huskey (1935) conducted an archaeological survey 

of the Nueces Canyon of Texas, and found a large number 

of burnt rock mounds. The portion of Nueces Canyon 

which was surveyed spans three counties (Edwards, Real 

and Uvalde) of West Texas. Huskey attributed the 

presence of these middens to the dry, mild climate of 

the area which made the canyon, in his opinion, an 

ideal hunting ground for prehistoric people (1935:105). 

Huskey recognized two different types of middens and 

attributed them to two separate cultures. He designated 

them "A middens" and "B middens." In both the type A 

and type B mounds, Huskey recognized three distinct 

layers and designated them as the lower, middle and 

upper levels. Four corner-tang artifacts were removed 

from the type A mounds of Nueces Canyon. All four were 

removed from the middle level of the mounds (1935:107). 

The author also noted that the workmanship of the 

artifacts showed a complete mastery of secondary 

chipping, unlike the artifacts from the lower and upper 

levels. Huskey concluded that the inhabitants of the 

type A mounds were a sedentary group that did more 

individual hunting than group hunting, hence the 

absence of large amounts of bone (1935:113). The author 

went on to state that the middens of the Nueces Canyon 

(West Texas) did not differ from the mounds of Central 

Texas. 
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^^ The Central Tevas jjr-nv.^Ar.^ ^eir (1976:34) 

recognized four types of burned rock middens that are 

associated with the Archaic period of Central Texas, as 

well as the surrounding regions (Weir 1976:119). Weir 

proposed that the Archaic spanned the period from 6050 

B.C. to A.D. 1250 in Central Texas (1976:120). 

According to Prewitt, burned rock middens began to 

appear in Texas at the end of the Early Archaic (3050 

B.C.), were most common in the Middle Archaic, and 

diminished toward the beginning of the Late Archaic 

(300 B.C.)(Prewitt 1981:76-81). With burned rock 

middens tentatively dated, it was apparent to 

archaeologists that corner-tang artifacts were in fact 

associated with the Texas Archaic. 

Excavations at the Morhiss Site (41 VT 1) in 

Victoria County revealed evidence of extensive human 

activity during the Archaic period with some indication 

of a Paleo-Indian occupation, as well as a Late 

Prehistoric occupation. Among the 5,400 artifacts 

recovered from the midden, seven were corner-tang 

artifacts (Duffen 1940). Hundreds of burials were 

associated with the midden and the artifacts recovered 

from the burials indicated cultural ties to the 

coastal Archaic. However, the types of artifacts 

present (mainly dart points) indicate a similarity to 

the Edward Plateau Archaic or Central Texas Archaic 

(Campbell 1976:81-85). 
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Excavations at the McCann Site in Lampasas County, 

Texas by Preston and Shiner (1969) further verify the 

fact that corner-tang artifacts are associated with the 

Archaic period. The four corner-tang artifacts from 

the site were associated with Ensor, Marcos and Frio 

projectile points, all types diagnostic of the Late and 

Transitional Archaic periods in Central Texas (Prewitt 

1981; Turner and Hester 1985). Excavations at the 

McCann Site further verified the association of 

corner-tang artifacts not only with burned rock middens 

but also with specific projectile point types. 

As stated earlier, corner-tang artifacts have been 

found associated with burnt rock middens, as well as 

other archaeological features (Patterson 1936). A 

review of the current literature reveals that 

corner-tang artifacts have also been found in 

conjunction with human burials. A terrace burial 

attributed to the Late Archaic was cataloged in Karnes 

County, Texas in 1984. The Rudy Haiduk Site (41 KA 23) 

is an isolated burial in which several artifacts were 

recovered including five corner-tang artifacts and 

several Marcos projectile points (Mitchell et al. 

1984:14). In any case, "the cooccurance [sic] of Marcos 

points and corner-tang knives in this single burial 

demonstrates a strong relationship between the two 

types of artifacts" (Mitchell et al. 1984:34). 
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Weber (1984) examined 19 corner-tang artifacts and 

compared their flake patterns to those of Marcos and 

Pnsor projectile points. Weber was specifically 

concerned with large pressure flake scars associated 

with all three of these artifact types. Weber was 

quick to point out, however, that not all Ensor, Marcos 

and corner-tang artifacts exhibit large pressure flake 

scarring. According to Weber, removal of large 

pressure flakes was associated with the lithic 

industries of the late Paleo-Indian and the Early 

Archaic periods (Weber 1984:24). Weber cites Prewitt's 

(1981:76) hypothesis that the leg assisted pressure 

technique of the Paleo-Indian period was rediscovered 

during the Late Archaic in Central Texas. From this, 

Weber (1984:24) concluded that corner-tang artifacts 

could be placed in the Late Archaic of Central Texas. 

Furthermore, Ensor and Marcos points have been 

associated with corner-tang artifacts in other 

excavated sites throughout the state (Mitchell et al. 

1984) . Weir's Central Texas chronology (1976) placed 

corner-tang artifacts within the Twin Sisters Phase (50 

B.C.-A.D. 1250) of the Central Texas Archaic. The 

Twins Sisters Phase also includes Ensor projectile 

points (Weir 1976:136). Prewitt (1981), who updated 

Weir's cultural chronology for Central Texas, did not 

include corner-tang artifacts in his classification 

scheme. However, Prewitt did place Marcos points in 
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the Uvalde Phase (ca. 300 B.C.-A.D. 200) of the Late 

Archaic. 

Controlled archaeological excavations since 1936 

have also contributed to a better understanding of the 

age of corner-tang artifacts. As previously mentioned, 

temporal context had been difficult to ascertain for 

corner-tang artifacts and had only been accomplished 

through relative dating techniques. The cultural 

materials associated with corner-tangs include 

artifacts recovered from rockshelter and midden 

deposits as well as Marcos, Frio, and Ensor projectile 

points. 

The Britton Site in McClennan County, Texas gave 

archaeologists the first absolute date for a 

corner-tang artifact. A corner-tang artifact was found 

in the stratigraphic zone directly below a hearth 

feature. The hearth was dated by radiocarbon assay to 

between 380 B.C. and 130 B.C. (Story and Shafer 1966). 

This age range places corner-tang artifacts within the 

Late Archaic (1000 B.C.-300 B.C.) and Transitional 

Archaic periods (300 B.C.-A.D. 700) according to Turner 

and Hester (1985:54-55) and the Late Archaic period 

(300 B.C.-A.D. 200) in Prewitt's chronology (1981:81). 

In 1981, Gooding reported excavations at an open 

campsite in the mountains west of Denver, Colorado. 

The campsite was located just below the timberline of 

Vail Summit and had been known about since 1887 
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(Gooding 1981:1). Vail Pass Camp (5 ST 85) was 

excavated in the mid-1970's in preparation for a 

proposed rest area along Interstate 70. Among the 

numerous artifacts that were unearthed at the site was 

a fragment of a corner-tang artifact. The corner-tang 

artifact was associated with two rock clusters which 

were dated by radiocarbon assay at 200 B.C. and A.D. 

620. These dates, as Gooding pointed out, are 

associated with the Late Plains Archaic and the Early 

Woodland periods of the area (1981:40). 

The Plains Archaic period of eastern Colorado is 

not as well dated as is the Central Texas Archaic. 

Hofman (1989:51) placed the Late Archaic for the area 

1050 B.C.-50 B.C. Prison (1978:212) dated the lower 

bone beds at a bison jump in Wyoming to 200 B.C. This 

bison jump was typical of other Late Plains Archaic 

jump sites in the Northern Plains. Hofman and Brooks 

(1989:62) stated that "in general terms, the Plains 

Woodland expression in Colorado is believed to date 

between approximately AD 100 and 1000." The Plains 

Archaic of western Oklahoma and the Texas Panhandle was 

defined as lasting from 5000 B.C. to A.D. 100 (Baugh 

1984:22) . 

Other corner-tang specimens from the Central 

Plains have been found in the Woodland Village 

components of Kansas (Thies 1985; Marshall 1972). 

Excavations at the Infinity Site (14 MY 305) in 

southeastern Kansas yielded a fragmentary corner-tang 
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artifact associated with a Middle Woodland Village site 

(Marshall 1972). Marshall divided the Middle Woodland 

tradition of Kansas into two distinct groups: the 

Kansas City Hopewell people and the Cuesta Phase people 

(Marshall 1972). The Kansas City Hopewell people (A.D. 

1-A.D. 500) are considered to be migrants from the 

east, while the Cuesta Phase inhabitants are thought to 

be an indigenous group (Thies 1985:29). Furthermore, 

the Cuesta Phase groups are thought to have originated 

in the Early Woodland or Late Archaic (Marshall 1972). 

O'Brien (1984) places the Cuesta Phase in what is 

locally called the Early Ceramic Period dating from 

A.D. 1-900. Thies (1985:36) believed that "by A.D. 1000 

the Cuesta apparently no longer existed as a 

recognizable cultural entity." 

Another corner-tang artifact was recovered from a 

Cuesta Phase component, although the specimen was a 

surface find. The artifact came from a central Kansas 

multi-component habitational site (14 CF 343) on a 

severely eroded terrace (Thies 1985). Other corner-tang 

artifacts have been reported from surface scatters in 

central and northeastern Kansas; however, their 

temporal placement is uncertain. One of the specimens 

is of particular interest since it was found associated 

with artifacts that point to the Grasshopper Falls 

Phase of the Plains Woodland (Thies 1992). 
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The Plains Woodland groups, when compared to the 

Middle Woodland groups, are thought to be a less 

complex culture whose sites are usually small, 

indicating short-term occupations (Thies 1985). The 

Grasshopper Falls Phase of northeastern Kansas is 

thought to have ranged in age from A.D. 500 to A.D. 

1000 and apparently had very little, if any, contact 

with the Kansas City Hopewell (Reynolds 1979). Hofman 

and Brooks (1989), on the other hand, believe that 

there was a Middle Woodland/Hopewell influence in the 

Grasshopper Falls Phase of the Plains Woodland 

(1989:66). Two radiocarbon dates are available for the 

Grasshopper Falls Phase. The dates are circa A.D. 760 

and A.D. 950 (Thies 1985). 

Additional dates for corner-tang artifacts were 

secured by Hall in 1981. Two exceptional corner-tang 

artifacts were among numerous grave inclusions 

recovered from an Archaic cemetery at Aliens Creek in 

Austin County, Texas (Hall 1981:88). The two specimens 

were associated with an adult female burial interred 

during Late Archaic times at the site (1981:79). Bone 

samples from the Late Archaic burials at Aliens Creek 

yielded ages of 380 B.C. and A.D. 360. Other 

diagnostic artifacts associated with the Group 2 

burials included Fairland and Kent points which were 

found "...embedded in skeletal elements of five 

individuals" (Hall 1981:60). Both projectile point 

types are diagnostic of the Transitional Archaic (300 
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B.C.-A.D. 700), however Kent points are thought to have 

been utilized as early as the Middle Archaic (Turner 

and Hester 1985:96,110). 

Origins 

In this section, attention will be turned to the 

development of the corner-tang artifact form and the 

possible regions of this development. Patterson 

believed that the six corner-tang artifact types could 

be traced from a common form. That common form being 

the "spearhead type of knife" (1936:26). Patterson 

stated that corner-tang artifacts "...like all human 

implements, were gradually developed from some basic 

tool, which in turn had been perfected throughout the 

ages of man's history" (Patterson 1936:26). He further 

hypothesized that the artifacts must have arisen in 

response to a need for a more convenient tool/knife 

form. 

Patterson assumed that the tang on any artifact 

was there to aid in attachment of a shaft or handle. 

Wilson (1897) and Willoughby (1902) both noted that 

historic tribes did use hafted spearheads as two-edged 

knives. Assuming that the artifact was hafted, 

Patterson believed that the corner-tang knife evolved 

from a spearhead into the six varieties of corner-tang 

artifacts. The transition apparently occurred through 



a series of modifications to improve the tool's "̂7 

effectiveness (Patterson 1936:9). He also recognized 

the fact that "some of the regular corner-tang knives 

were made by notching tangs on the common triangular 

blades which originally did not have tangs" (1936:14). 

The base corner-tang artifact (Figure 1, A) is 

assumed to be the precursor to the other corner-tang 

artifact types (Figure 1, B-F). Patterson stated 

(1936:9) that the base corner-tang "gives us a possible 

clue as to how the corner-tang pieces could have arisen 

among the Indian artisans." As hinted at earlier, the 

typical base corner-tang with a handle attached would 

not be a very efficient or convenient tool for certain 

activities. Therefore, Patterson hypothesized that the 

efficiency of the tool could be improved either by 

moving the location of the tang on the implement or by 

creating a convex cutting edge. Apparently both 

strategies were used to achieve the flintknapper's 

goal. However, particular attention must be given to 

the differences in the location of the tang on the type 

specimens. Patterson noted that the slight shift in the 

location of the tang on base corner-tang artifacts 

created an asymmetrical form of spearhead (Figure 10). 

Along with the shift in tang location from the mid-line 

also came the emergence of a heel situated along the 

cutting edge. Patterson believed that "knives of this 

kind reveal what is undoubtedly the first indication of 

the development of the corner-tang type" (1936:9). 
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Patterson stated that spearheads with tangs 

occupying a slightly "eccentric position" would be the 

first step toward the other corner-tang forms. The 

continual shifting of the tang toward either one or the 

other of the cutting edges eventually resulted in the 

creation of the diagonal corner-tang artifact (Figure 

1, B). This tool, as Patterson pointed out, must have 

been of great utility since it made up 50 percent of 

the 450 specimens that were classifiable as 

corner-tangs (1936). 

The probable geographic origin of corner-tang 

artifacts was assumed by Patterson to be indicated by 

the distribution of the artifacts. His distribution 

map published in 1936 showed that the artifacts were 

most common in the central region of Texas. Patterson 

believed his distribution map clearly showed that 

"corner-tang artifacts were developed and used in 

central Texas" (1936:27). Furthermore, he assumed that 

the artifacts were not developed by an agricultural 

society, but rather by a hunting group. Ironically, 

corner-tang artifacts have not been found associated 

with any kill sites. They are found more frequently in 

habitation sites. In fact, of all the bison kill sites 

and bison jump sites on the Plains, not one corner-tang 

artifact has been recovered (Frison 1978; Hughes 1978; 

Baugh 1984; Bell 1984; Wedel 1986). From this, it can 

be suggested that corner-tangs were not used in the 
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killing and field butchering of game, but rather with 

some type of base camp activity. 

It is common knowledge among both archaeologists 

and collectors that corner-tang artifacts may be 

associated with bison hunters, although this 

information has not been documented (Hall 1992). 

Although no corner-tang artifacts have been found 

associated with a kill site, some basic inferences can 

still be made. These inferences can be drawn from the 

dart point types that seem to be associated with 

corner-tang artifacts (Mitchell et al. 1984). These 

types include Castroville. Marshall, Montell, and 

Marcos dart points. For example, several Marcos points 

were recovered from the McCann Site (41 LM 3) , in 

addition to four corner-tang artifacts (Preston and 

Shiner 1969) . Marcos points were not found in direct 

association with the corner-tang artifacts; however, 

they both date to the Late Archaic (300 B.C.-A.D. 200) 

(Prewitt 1981:81). A further inference can be drawn 

from the Bonfire Shelter (41 W 218) excavations. 

Several Marcos-like points were found associated with 

Bone Bed 3 of the kill site (Dibble and Lorrain 1968) . 

Turner and Hester (1985) state that similarly shaped 

points (Castroville) are also found at bison-kills in 

the Panhandle. Hughes (1978:125) surveyed and tested 

various bison kill sites in the eastern part of the 

Texas Panhandle. Marcos and Castroville projectile 

points were recovered from several of the kill sites 
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(Hughes 1978:35,125), as well as a variety of other 

Late Archaic points (Hughes 1978:126). The association 

of corner-tang artifacts with dart point types known to 

have been used to kill bison suggests a possible 

functional involvement of corner-tangs, but such a 

relationship is not supported by findings at kill 

sites. 

In his 1937 supplement, Patterson presented an 

updated distributional map for 14 states. The states 

included in the map are those located between the 

Mississippi River and the Rocky Mountains. The 

greatest concentration of corner-tang artifacts was 

still in the Central Texas area. Patterson noted that, 

out of 725 corner-tang artifacts, 582 of them came from 

Central Texas, representing 80 percent of all records 

for the 14 states (1937:36). Patterson reiterated his 

theory that "in all probability" Central Texas 

represents the corner-tang artifact's place of origin, 

and "... constitutes the main center from which they 

became dispersed over [the] central United States" 

(1937:36). 

High quality ledge cherts are found in the Central 

Texas region. They supply raw material of the 

appropriate size for the manufacture of corner-tang 

artifacts (Hall 1981:295). These outcrops are unique 

to the Balcones Escarpment region of Central Texas. In 

1981, Hall used Patterson's distribution study and 
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defined a manufacturing area for corner-tangs, as well 

as an area of maximum availability (1981:297). Hall 

stated that "though there are no definitely recognized 

manufacturing sites, the sheer number of corner-tangs 

found in the seven counties [of Central Texas] is 

considered to be strong enough evidence to define the 

production area" (1981:295). At this point in 

corner-tang research, it is apparent that many of the 

artifacts did originate in Central Texas and were 

probably distributed from that point in all directions 

(Hall 1981). 

Hafting Technigues 

Ever since corner-tangs were first discovered by 

archaeologists, it has been assumed that the artifacts 

were attached to a handle. Wilson pointed out in the 

introduction to Arrowpoints, Spearheads and Knives of 

Prehistoric Times (1897) that very few prehistoric 

implements have been found with their handles and 

lashings. Therefore, archaeologists "...are largely 

driven to theory and analogy..." to determine the 

method in which stone tools were utilized (1897:823). 

Wilson went on to state that a spear, an arrow and a 

knife may all have the same form, but the length of the 

shaft determines what type of tool the specimen was 

intended to be. In his opinion, an artifact with an 

eight-to ten-foot shaft would be considered a spear. 
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An artifact with a light, two-to three-foot shaft would 

be an arrow. And finally, "either of them with a shaft 

a foot or less in length would be a knife" (1897:823). 

Wilson used examples of historic tribes with such 

implements, such as the Eskimo and Hupa, to further 

support his point. 

In 1902, Willoughby wrote an article entitled 

"Prehistoric Hafted Flint Knives." Willoughby began 

his article by stating that "there are few 

references...to the use of chipped flint by American 

Indians for other purposes than as points for 

projectiles" (1902:1). He goes on to note that the 

majority of the stone implements were probably used as 

knives or cutting tools, having been attached to short 

handles. Willoughby (1902:2), like Wilson, pointed to 

examples of prehistoric artifacts that had been 

recovered from caves, cliff dwellings, and graves, 

proving that such implements were in use in prehistoric 

times. 

Since stone artifacts have been found with shafts 

attached to the tangs, it can be assumed that the tangs 

were placed on the tool to facilitate hafting. It is 

also assumed that the hafting of a stone implement 

would in turn create a better tool. Patterson used this 

assumption to create a possible evolution of the 

typical base tang knife into the various other forms of 

corner-tang artifacts. Patterson stated that "the 
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Figure 11. Proposed hafting techniques for the five type 
specimens (copied from Patterson 1936). 
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spearhead type of knife, with the tang located in the 

middle of the base end, is not a convenient implement 

for certain types of work" (1936:9). However, a slight 

shift in the position of the tang to one corner of the 

artifact "...would have the effect of elevating the 

free end of the attached handle considerably above the 

level of the cutting edge" (1936:11). 

Patterson offered some possible hafting techniques 

in his 1936 publication, which perpetuated the belief 

that all corner-tang artifacts were hafted (Figure 11). 

For this very reason, I have called the various 

specimens by the generic term "artifact" and not 

"knife." Patterson based his information on several 

articles dealing with hafting of artifacts as done by 

modern tribes (Wilson 1897; Willoughby 1902). 

Additionally, Patterson drew conclusions from the 

literature that dealt with corner-tang stone artifacts. 

Moorehead, in 1910, illustrated an artifact from La 

Jara, Colorado which he assumed to be a scraper or 

knife. In reference to the implement's tang size, he 

stated that it was "assuredly a handled knife" 

(1910:159). To further solidify the assumption that 

corner-tangs were hafted implements, Patterson cited an 

article published by Meroney in 1935. Meroney 

illustrated what he called a "corner notched tomahawk" 

(Figure 4) which was found in 1850. The tool was 

inserted into a split handle with the notched corner 
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forward and was lashed with rawhide thongs and strips 

of sinew (1935:30). 

Other articles and reports (McReynolds 1984; 

Reynolds 1986) have been written which conclude that 

corner-tang stone artifacts were hafted based on the 

presence of "haft polish." The presence of "haft 

polish" suggests that the tang on corner-tang artifacts 

was utilized for attachment of a shaft. After 

analyzing several corner-tang artifacts, McReynolds 

(1984:8) stated that "the heaviest wear polish is 

around the perimeter of the tang...due to wear against 

haft and securements." Furthermore, the evidence 

presented by Meroney (Figure 4) cannot be denied, 

though the specimen in question was in the possession 

of a Historic period Plains Indian, who may have hafted 

the artifact in a fashion different from the Archaic. 

However, it has been suggested that corner-tang 

artifacts were not hafted, or were possibly hafted in a 

different manner than offered by Patterson (McReynolds 

1984). 

McReynolds (1984:9) has suggested that perhaps the 

corner-tang artifact was a hand held tool. Hough wrote 

in a 1927 article for American Anthropologist that the 

"...nocks are for a thong by which the knife was 

carried..." The author stated that the practice of 

suspending a cutting tool on a thong was also observed 

in Mexico (1927:298). Frison also raised the question 
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as to whether notches on knives were there for 

securement of a handle or "merely to tie a thong around 

for carrying purposes" (1978:80). This practice of 

suspending tools from a thong has also been noted in 

Northwest Coast tribes in North America (Bleed 1992; 

Myers 1992), as well as the Maidu of California (Taylor 

and Srurtevant 1991:146). Besides using a thong to 

carry a tool, McReynolds (1984:9) suggests that a thong 

could be secured to the wrist for easy retrieval while 

performing utilitarian tasks. The validity of this 

statement is evident to those who have ever butchered 

an animal. It is very likely that, while maneuvering 

one's hand within a carcass, the cutting tool is made 

slippery by blood and grease. 

It has been suggested that some corner-tangs were 

not only secured with a thong but possibly lashed to 

the hand itself for better stability (Thies 1992). 

This appears to be a valid suggestion if we refer back 

to the butchering example. While using a cutting 

implement over an extended period of time, it is 

possible that the arm and hand muscles become fatigued 

from repetitive motions. What better way to prevent 

tool loss than having the hand secured to the 

implement? 

It was further suggested by McReynolds (1984:9) 

that straight hafting of some corner-tang artifacts 

appears to be inefficient. He offered two variations 

to Patterson's straight hafting conclusions 
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Figure 12. Alternative hafting techniques 
(redrawn from McReynolds 1984). 
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(Figure 12). Furthermore, straight hafting of certain 

corner-tang artifact forms (in the manner of European 

knives) would not offer an efficient cutting angle, 

thus rendering the artifact virtually useless. 

Possible Functions of Corner-Tangs 

It has been assumed for quite some time that 

corner-tang stone artifacts were used for butchering 

animals, specifically bison. Patterson suggested that 

corner-tang knives came about in response to designing 

a more convenient knife: a base handled knife versus a 

corner handled knife. Patterson admitted that 

corner-tang artifacts were probably used for a variety 

of tasks, just as modern tools are utilized for several 

purposes. He also dismisses the notion that 

corner-tang artifacts could have been developed by an 

agricultural people. In any event, corner-tang 

artifacts are confined to the Plains region. Whether 

any conclusions can be drawn from this fact remains to 

be seen. However, the spatial distribution of 

corner-tang artifacts does seem to indicate particular 

tasks specific to prehistoric life on the Plains. Only 

small numbers of corner-tang artifacts have made their 

way out of Central Texas and the Plains and into the 

hinterlands surrounding these areas (Gooding 1981; Hall 

1981; Chandler et al. 1983). If we assume that the 
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corner-tang is associated with bison-oriented Plains 

cultures, we would expect to find the artifacts at open 

campsites that are associated with nomadic hunters. 

Corner-tang artifacts have also been found associated 

with burnt rock middens, rockshelters, and human 

burials. Of what relevance might these finds be with 

respect to the issue of how corner-tangs were used? 

As archaeologists, we try to explain the diversity 

of material culture; in doing so we "...make sound 

inferences about the factors that shaped prehistoric 

artifacts and assemblages" (Bleed 1986:737). Assuming 

that specific sites represent different aboriginal 

activities, the occurrence of a corner-tang artifact at 

a particular site would seem to indicate a specialized 

activity or activity area within a site. For instance, 

open campsite and rockshelter accumulations may 

indicate multiple activities associated with everyday 

living. Burnt rock middens seem to indicate cooking 

activities, among other things (Prewitt 1981:65-90). 

The question still remains as to whether corner-tang 

knives were used for vegetable procurement or meat 

procurement in association with the middens. As for 

corner-tang artifacts occurring in burials, there are 

two possible conclusions. The corner-tang artifacts 

found with the Karnes County burial (Mitchell et al. 

1984) seem to indicate that the corner-tang was part of 

the individual's tool kit, and was thus interred with 

the body. The corner-tang artifacts associated with 
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one of the Austin County burials at the Ernest Witte 

Site (41 AU 36) may indicate something else. Two 

corner-tang artifacts were found associated with a 

young adult female's remains (Group 2, Burial 31). 

Both artifacts were masterfully chipped and showed 

great care in manufacture (Hall 1981:89). The 

individual was assumed to be a "high status" person due 

to the uniqueness of the blades and their absence in 

other graves. A review of the burial record and 

associated grave goods for Group 2 shows that one 

individual out of 145 had corner-tangs as grave 

offerings. 

Assuming that exceptionally large corner-tang 

implements could not have served in a utilitarian 

capacity, we must discuss how the artifacts might 

reflect role or status in a social system (Bleed 

1986:737). McReynolds noted that blades of great length 

appear to have a built-in weakness of tang support if 

they were hafted in any manner at all. He goes on to 

say that maybe some of the largest corner-tang knives 

were not meant to be utilitarian (1984:9). Patterson 

(1936:15) noted that many of the corner-tangs that he 

analyzed were "...worked to a degree of fineness far 

beyond the requirements of mere utility." Given this, 

it is assumed that the 22 cm-and 28 cm-long corner-tang 

artifacts recovered from the Ernest Witte Site were 

purely ceremonial and not utilitarian. Although both 
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specimens did show signs of retouch, heavy wear on the 

blade, heel, tang, and tip were nonexistent (Hall 

1981:153-154). Furthermore, the raw material from 

which the artifacts were made was imported from 250 km 

to the northwest (Hall 1981:89), which may further 

support the assumption that the artifacts served a 

symbolic function rather than a utilitarian function. 

Patterson hypothesized that each corner-tang type 

was used for different tasks, or was modified to 

achieve better results out of the tool. Bleed 

(1986:745) believes that in order to reach "...optimal 

solutions to environmental problems..." technological 

systems must be altered. The design alternatives that 

were used by the flintknapper, in theory, gave rise to 

the different corner-tang types. Furthermore, it is 

assumed that there is a link between the weapon design 

and specific hunting strategies. Given this 

observation, I turn now to the specific forms. 

The base corner-tang (Figure 1, A) was assumed by 

Patterson to be a typical knife blade. However, the 

placement of a straight handle (assuming the artifacts 

were hafted) at the base of the artifact would not 

appear to be convenient for skinning activities 

(Patterson 1936:9). On the other hand, McReynolds 

(1984:9) believes that base tang artifacts, which were 

hafted, could be "...used quite efficiently in 

butchering or woodworking activities." In any event, 

this problem could be solved by making the cutting edge 
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convex or curved, or the tang could have been shifted 

opposite the cutting edge. It appears that both 

modifications were made. By placing the tang near one 

of the edges, the handle would be raised above the 

cutting surface. Patterson believed that this 

modification would make the tool more convenient for 

skinning (1936:11). These design alternatives performed 

by the artisan were carried out in order to achieve the 

optimal effectiveness of the tool. It appears that the 

movement of the tang was favored by the prehistoric 

artisans since diagonal corner-tang artifacts (Figure 

1, B) make up 50 percent of all reported specimens 

(1936:23) . 

Back corner-tang artifacts (Figure 1, C) pose an 

interesting problem. Patterson stated that "the main 

point of interest in the back corner-tang centers in 

possible methods of hafting" (1936:11). This artifact 

is described as having its blade axis meeting the 

tang's axis at approximate right angles. Therefore, if 

the artifact was hafted, and if it was hafted in the 

"usual" manner, the handle would then extend directly 

upward from the cutting edge/blade. A tool of this 

sort, Patterson pointed out, would still be appropriate 

for skinning, but it would involve a pushing rather 

than pulling motion (1936:11). Patterson further 

hypothesized that this form of tool could also be used 

for chopping purposes or as a fleshing knife. On the 
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other hand, if a different approach to hafting was 

taken, the result is a completely different tool. For 

instance, if the handle was reversed and was inserted 

from the base upward into a split shaft type handle, 

the result would be much like the "tomahawk" reported 

by Meroney in 1935 (Figure 4). It is assumed that back 

corner-tangs hafted in this manner were most likely 

"ceremonial" artifacts and served no utilitarian 

purpose. They probably had a symbolic or ceremonial 

function (Meroney 1935:30; Hall 1981:88). 

The mid-back tang knife (Figure 1, E) reported by 

Patterson is considered a specialized form of the 

corner-tang group. As mentioned earlier, some 

corner-tang implements were made of triangular pieces 

of flint and then notched according to the task at 

hand. Mid-back tang artifacts are easily distinguished 

from the other forms of corner-tangs. In mid-back 

tangs, the tang is located near the mid-line of the 

artifact transforming the elongated blade of the other 

forms into an isosceles triangle (1936:12). With this 

transformation, the artifact takes on the appearance of 

a typical scraper. Mid-back tang artifacts have been 

compared to the "ulu" or female knives of the Eskimo 

peoples, among others (Steiner 1941:12). Steiner noted 

that the "semilunar knife" and other similarly designed 

artifacts were reported in Japan, China and Indonesia 

(1941:12). The "semilunar knife" of the Asian Neolithic 

closely resembles the mid-back tang of North America 
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B 

Figure 13. Similarly designed artifacts 
(A) mid-back tang from the Plains, 
(B) semilunar knife from Asia (Steiner 
1941:11), (C) ground slate ulu 
of the Eskimo (Jennings 1989:191). 
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(Figure 13). I agree with Steiner who believed that 

the "coinciding similarities" in form should be treated 

as independent convergence (1941:12). It is 

interesting to note the similarities in form of the 

different artifacts. However, closer examination 

reveals that each type was used for different tasks. 

The semilunar knife of Eastern Asia is recognized as a 

harvest tool while the ulu is considered a cutting 

tool. The mid-back tang of the Plains, on the other 

hand, is widely recognized as a scraping implement. 

Patterson noted that most mid-back tang artifacts 

are flat on one side or concave like a typical scraper 

(1936:12). The chipping of the flint is performed on 

the opposite side, forming a beveled edge. Wissler 

(1927:62) noted that "the adze-like scraper was in 

general use throughout the Plains" and was "...peculiar 

to the buffalo hunting tribes." Streeter (1936:176) 

made note of the efficiency with which "Indian squaws" 

slaughtered and dressed bison. Even more interesting 

is the description Streeter gave of the tool used for 

dressing the hides. Streeter stated that "they use a 

knife with a thick blade, perfectly flat on one side 

and with a beveled edge...which greatly lessens the 

risk of cutting the hide" (1936:176). 

This beveling of the knife's edge was first noted 

by Belden (1875) who spent 12 years among various 

Plains Indian groups. He noted that in preparation for 
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a communal hunt the men would begin grinding their 

knives in addition to the other activities associated 

with moving camp. A footnote to the grinding reference 

stated that the Indians' knives were ground like a 

carpenter's chisel to lessen the likelihood of cutting 

the hide while field dressing the carcass (Belden 

1875:41). It is assumed that beveling the edge of 

stone implements was carried out on both scrapers and 

knives, however Streeter and Belden could have 

misinterpreted the implements as being knives while in 

fact the tool was actually a scraping implement. 

Weber (1984:26) noted that, through replication 

experiments of corner-tang artifacts, he could 

determine the process by which an artifact was 

manufactured. He proposed a resharpening sequence 

which shows the transformation of diagonal or back 

tangs into mid-back tangs. Weber noted that if 

resharpening occurred only along the edge opposite the 

tang "the angle of the resharpened edge in relation to 

the tang axis becomes more perpendicular to that edge" 

(1984:30). As resharpening continued the reworked edge 

would be moved closer to the tang (Figure 14). In 

short, true mid-backs would possess thinning scars with 

only minor alterations near the working edge, while 

modified mid-backs show a total obliteration of the 

original thinning scars from the resharpening process 

(1984:36). 
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Figure 14. A comparison of a true mid-back and a modified 
mid-back, (A) and (B); reduction of a corner-tang into a 
drill/ (C) (redrawn from Weber 1984). 
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The bifurcated and two tang pieces reported by 

Patterson (Figure 1, D) represent two oddities which 

occur among the corner-tang forms. As the names imply, 

the artifacts either possessed two tangs or had the 

primary tang forked. It is difficult to determine the 

reason for such modifications in the artifacts' form. 

Patterson (1936:13) hypothesized that the bifurcated 

tangs might have furnished better anchorage for a 

handle, while the two-tanged pieces must have been 

reworks of artifacts intended for other purposes. 

Only one instance of a dart point being 

transformed into a corner-tang was brought to my 

attention. The specimen was reported in the Oklahoma 

Anthropological Society Newsletter and appears to have 

been fashioned from a triangular dart point (1971:10). 

The practice of reworking artifacts into other forms 

was not unusual. Corner-tang drills attest to this 

fact. 

Patterson's final category of corner-tang 

artifacts includes what he considered reworked pieces 

(Figure 1, F). He pointed out at the onset that "there 

is no conceivable advantage in having a corner-tang on 

a drill" (1936:13). Again, the tang might have 

facilitated attachment of a thong to keep the user from 

misplacing the tool. On the other hand, the character 

of the chipping on the corner-tang "drills" indicates 

that they are the product of secondary chipping. 
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During resharpening experiments of corner-tang 

artifacts, Weber (1984:30) noted that the repetitive 

use and subsequent resharpening of certain corner-tang 

artifact forms created an interesting result. He noted 

that a concavity of the blade occurred when material 

was removed equally from the distal and medial edges of 

the blade (Figure 14). if this process of resharpening 

was continued throughout the artifact's life, Weber 

discovered that the result would be a long, narrow 

blade or a drill (1984:30). Patterson hypothesized 

that the corner-tang drills were most likely used for 

boring holes much like other stone drills are used 

(1936:14) . 

Edge wear analyses of several corner-tang 

artifacts have been conducted in the past ten years 

(Chandler et al. 1983; Mitchell and Orchard 1984; 

Weber 1984; Chandler 1988). Most of the references to 

edge wear analysis are brief. However, these analyses 

have revealed several interesting insights into the 

possible usage of corner-tang artifacts. Heavy wear in 

the form of rounding and polishing of the flake ridges 

seems to indicate prolonged use. Whether the artifacts 

were used for skinning, butchering, or woodworking 

remains to be determined. In short,- most corner-tang 

artifacts were probably used for a variety of purposes, 

namely the cutting of meat, skinning, and possibly the 

cutting of vegetable matter. Other corner-tang forms 

such as the mid-back were most likely used as scraping 
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implements while certain reworked pieces were assuredly 

used as perforators. 

Ward (1990) conducted a use-wear study on 30 

corner-tang artifacts from around Texas. This limited 

study "... supports what has been suggested in the past 

based on the examination of smaller groups of these 

tools" (Ward 1990:32). Ward (1990:32) hypothesized 

that smoothing, crushing, and dulling on flake scar 

surfaces and the absence of microflaking along the 

edges indicated probable use as a knife. However, Ward 

(1990:32) does stress that the knives were "...not 

[used] on hard materials such as wood or bone." 

In closing, it is interesting to note that bifaces 

are not recognized as efficient cutting tools. Hester 

(1980:153) noted two studies that were conducted by 

Corbin and Patterson. They found that chipped stone 

bifaces, often referred to as "knives" by 

archaeologists, did not perform well as cutting 

utensils. In fact, Hester noted that the most important 

tool in butchering an animal is the ordinary flake, not 

a biface. Therefore, it is difficult to state with 

confidence that corner-tangs were used as a "knives." 

However, it is evident from use-wear analysis that at 

least some of the artifacts were used extensively, but 

how and on what materials is still unknown. 



CHAPTER IV 

DISTRIBUTION 

The spatial distribution of corner-tang artifacts 

poses some problems for archaeologists. Patterson's 

1936 study represented the first attempt at creating a 

regional distribution for the corner-tang. The 

temporal context of corner-tang artifacts has 

tentatively been established and was presented in the 

previous chapter. Since relatively few corner-tangs 

have been found during controlled excavations, 

archaeologists can only make conservative assumptions 

about their age range (380 B.C.-A.D. 620). The spatial 

distribution of corner-tang artifacts, on the other 

hand, is a bit more clear. This chapter will focus on 

the varying environments from which corner-tang 

artifacts have been recovered. The possibility that 

similar subsistence pursuits or other adaptations to 

environment may account for the known distribution of 

corner-tangs will be considered. The information in 

this chapter comes from various sources most of which 

are local archaeological journals and newsletters. 

Additional information is drawn from my correspondence 

with collectors, as well as numerous scientific and 

academic institutions throughout the Plains. 

72 
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Texas 

Patterson (1936:20) plotted by county the 

distribution of corner-tang artifacts within Texas. 

Patterson was attempting to offer an "...accurate 

picture of the general range of the corner-tang pieces" 

(1936:19). The distributional map Patterson 

constructed was made possible through the cooperation 

of collectors and archaeologists alike, who knew of 

corner-tang artifacts. Patterson was able to record 

526 pieces; "...the sources of which are known to a 

degree of accuracy" (1936:18). Patterson recognized 

three basic problems while collecting his data. He 

noted the possibility of sampling error, suspecting 

that some counties had been searched more vigorously by 

collectors than had others. Furthermore, the problem of 

establishing contacts in an area, in order to obtain 

information, may also have skewed his data due to the 

lack of participation or response on the part of the 

local population. Finally, Patterson recognized the 

fact that some areas of a state/region were preferred 

by the aboriginal populations over others. Areas with 

abundant water, and game, as well as a favorable 

climate and soil, would tend to support a larger 

population rather than areas that lacked in these 

environmental advantages. Patterson stated that all 

these factors had been taken into consideration when he 



created his distributional map (1936:20). Furthermore, 

he believed that any attempt to improve his 

distributional survey would require a "house-to-house 

census" (1936:19). 

Patterson's distributional map for Texas included 

70 counties, most of which are located in the central 

portion of the state. He noted that eight of the 70 

counties with records of corner-tangs accounted for 

more than 53 percent of the total records. In other 

words. Bell, Milam, Comanche, Bastrop, Williamson, 

Coryell, Travis and McLennan Counties accounted for 

most of the artifacts recorded in Texas. This equals 

280 pieces, with the majority (61) coming from Bell 

County. Patterson recognized that the eight counties 

with the highest counts of corner-tang artifacts were 

situated along the Balcones Escarpment. Hall 

(1981:295) believed that the high number of corner-tang 

artifacts in Central Texas most likely indicated the 

artifact's main production area. Even more convincing 

is the fact that high quality chert in slabs or cobbles 

of appropriate size is readily available in the area, 

providing copious amounts of raw material, 

Patterson (1936:21) stated that "surrounding this 

centrally located group of counties is a series of 

other counties which yielded much lower numbers of 

corner-tang pieces." He hypothesized that this area 

marked the margins of the artifact's distribution 

(1936:21). On the basis of data presented in 
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Patterson's corner-tang distribution map. Hall 

recognized a manufacturing area, an area of maximum 

availability, and an area of availability for 

corner-tangs. The "manufacturing area" was defined by 

"the occurrence of great numbers of the artifact within 

a restricted geographic zone" (1981:295). Next, he 

identified the area of "maximum availability" for 

corner-tangs, which is represented by a diminishing 

numbers of artifacts surrounding the "manufacturing 

area." Finally, Hall (1981:295) illustrated the limits 

of corner-tang distribution or the area of 

availability, which is defined as "the whole territory 

over which the artifact was distributed." Hall's study 

emphasized what Patterson had previously demonstrated, 

"[that] corner-tang artifacts were developed and used 

in central Texas" (Patterson 1936:37). Given the high 

quality ledge cherts that occur in this area and the 

great number of specimens from the area, it is likely 

that Central Texas is the artifact's place of origin. 

Studies concerning the chert resources of the Plains 

area are lacking and further research would solve this 

problem. 

In 1937, Patterson updated his corner-tang 

distributional study to include 13 additional states. 

One hundred ninety-nine new corner-tang specimens were 

recorded, 82 of which were recovered from Texas. 

Therefore, 117 records were recorded for the 13 new 
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states (Figure 8). The 82 additional records for Texas 

boosted the state's total recorded specimens to 608 

(1937:35). Thirteen new Texas counties were also added 

to Patterson's distributional map. The 13 new counties 

(Figure 9) only contributed 19 total specimens, while 

63 of the 82 remaining specimens augmented the totals 

for counties listed in the initial study (1937:36). 

Prior to Patterson's second study, only one 

corner-tang artifact was recorded for the entire 

northeastern section of the state (Smith County). 

Likewise, the Panhandle was represented by a single 

corner-tang recovered from a grave in Yellowhouse 

Canyon (Lubbock County). In South Texas, corner-tang 

artifacts are scarce, although one specimen was 

recorded for Nueces County located along the Gulf 

Coast. Patterson listed close to a dozen specimens from 

West Texas. However, the specimens are evidently rare 

to the south and west of the Pecos River, according to 

the distribution map (1936:22). The 12+ specimens from 

West Texas were found north of the Pecos River, 

primarily in the counties associated with the sand 

hills of the region. 

To the southwest of the Balcones Escarpment, the 

number of corner-tang artifacts recorded gradually 

declines. On the other hand, the numbers do not drop 

off completely. Patterson (1936:27) stated that "from 

the main area in central Texas the corner-tang 

artifacts spread out in various directions, especially 
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toward the southwest." Patterson hypothesized that the 

artifacts were not uncommon in West Texas since 22 

specimens were recorded in Uvalde and Val Verde 

Counties alone. Apparently the artifacts were 

transported north along the Pecos River, eventually 

reaching the sand hills of West Texas and southeastern 

New Mexico (1936:27). In 1936, Patterson drew 

attention to the fact that no records of corner-tang 

artifacts were recorded for Old Mexico. He stated that 

"their occurrence in such counties as Maverick, Kinney, 

and especially Val Verde, would lead one to suspect 

that a few may be found across the Rio Grande River 

[sic] in Old Mexico" (1936:22). 

Since 1937, several additional corner-tang 

artifacts have been recorded for the State of Texas 

(Duffen 1940; Story and Shafer 1966; Preston and Shiner 

1969). Most of these records come from counties 

previously mentioned by Patterson. On the other hand, 

numerous records have been secured for the Texas 

Panhandle. These references will be discussed in more 

detail below. 

South Plains 

The distribution of corner-tang artifacts on the 

South Plains was all but unknown when Patterson 

conducted his first survey. The Southern High Plains 
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are defined as the area between the Canadian River 

Valley in the north, the Edwards Plateau in the south, 

the Pecos River Valley in the west, and the Rolling 

Plains to the east (Bamforth 1988:130). The low 

representation of the artifacts may be attributed to 

the lack of active collecting in the area. Patterson 

corresponded with several collectors in the Panhandle 

proper and farther south, but the occurrence of the 

artifacts in the region was still believed to be rare 

(1936:19). In 1937, Patterson added four Panhandle 

counties to his distributional map, all of which had 

one record each. All four of the counties (Dallam, 

Oldham, Randall and Sherman) are north of the Canadian 

River and are situated in the far northeastern corner 

of the state (Figure 9). Patterson hypothesized that 

the artifacts occurred as far west and south as the Rio 

Grande, given the substantial number of corner-tang 

records in Val Verde and Uvalde Counties. The 

artifacts could have been carried north along the Pecos 

River. The Pecos River, in theory, acted as a natural 

barrier/migration route for the aborigines and the 

artifacts (Patterson 1936:27). Eventually, the 

artifacts were carried into the sand hills region of 

southeastern New Mexico and western Texas. Patterson 

did not list any artifacts from New Mexico in his first 

report. However, in 1937, three corner-tangs were 

reported as coming from New Mexico's sand hills 

(1937:36). 
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From West Texas and southeastern New Mexico, 

corner-tang artifacts were apparently carried northward 

onto the Southern High Plains or Llano Estacado. The 

Llano Estacado is an isolated plateau bounded on the 

north, west and east by breaks. To the south, the 

Llano Estacado gradually merges with the Edwards 

Plateau of Central Texas (Hughes 1955:56). 

Geologically, the Llano Estacado is a " poorly-

drained remnant of outwash plains of the Rocky 

Mountains that slopes very slightly to the east and 

south" (Collins 1971:86). As stated earlier, the 

Southern High Plains are bordered on the north by the 

breaks of the Canadian River, on the west by the Pecos 

River Valley, and on the east by an "...erosional 

escarpment at the headwaters of the Colorado, Brazos 

and Red Rivers" (Collins 1971:86). 

Climatically, the Llano Estacado is a land of 

extremes which is characterized by rapid temperature 

fluctuations, high winds and infrequent rains (Hughes 

1955:56). The two major water sources on the Southern 

High Plains are river drainages, and playa lakes which 

are small basins that hold water in the wet season. 

Hughes (1955:57) states that until recently, bison, 

antelope, and deer were the principal game animals of 

the region. The playa lakes of the region also supply 

habitat for a variety of migratory waterfowl. Wedel 

(1961:30) believes that the climatic characteristics of 
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the Southern High Plains have affected the human 

occupants past and present, just as it has formed the 

land surface. 

As stated earlier, the Llano Estacado environment 

supported a variety of wildlife. The prehistoric 

occupants of the Llano Estacado, in theory, developed 

particular subsistence strategies in order to survive. 

The increased reports of corner-tang artifacts for the 

South Plains seem to indicate a similarity in 

subsistence strategies both north and south of the 

Llano Estacado. The validity of this statement will be 

addressed in the paragraphs to follow. 

Information presented below was gathered by the 

author through correspondence with numerous collectors 

living in the South Plains region. Additional 

information is drawn from local archaeological journals 

and newsletters. As stated earlier, the Southern High 

Plains area was represented by four corner-tang 

artifacts in 1937. The four artifact were recovered 

from four different counties, primarily in the 

northeastern corner of the Panhandle, just north of the 

Llano Estacado. Since Patterson's supplemental 

distribution map, several other discoveries of 

corner-tang artifacts have been made in the region 

(Word 1992; Shedd 1992; Pope 1992). In 1937, Patterson 

(1937:36) stated that "the records on the eastern half 

of the distributional map are thinly scattered, but on 

the western half they are much more numerous." 
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Furthermore, he stated that a trail of records for 

corner-tangs stretches from southeastern New Mexico to 

western Nebraska (1937:36). Patterson created the image 

of western Texas having numerous records of corner-tang 

artifacts. In fact, the Panhandle counties only 

supplied five total records in 1937. Patterson 

believed that the number of artifacts in the area would 

have been more accurate if reliable records could have 

been secured (1937:36). 

According to my research, 16 new counties in the 

South Plains area (Gaines, Kent, Garza, Dawson, Scurry, 

Lynn, Terry, Crosby, Dickens, Motley, Briscoe, Deaf 

Smith, Moore, Wilbarger, Potter and Roberts) can be 

added to the corner-tang distributional map. Many of 

the counties have multiple records. This new evidence 

clearly shows a "directional trend of distribution." 

Hall (1981:295) stated that a "directional trend of 

distribution may be inferred in situations where the 

shape of the region over which the artifact type is 

distributed assumes a more-or-less linear 

configuration." In 1937, Patterson believed that the 

corner-tang artifacts were dispersed northward along 

the eastern foothills of the Rocky Mountains, 

eventually reaching Montana (1937:36). Unconfirmed 

reports of corner-tangs in Canada have been brought to 

the author's attention; however, I did not attempt to 

contact any institutions or collectors outside the 
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United States. A considerable number of specimens were 

also recorded in Nebraska and Wyoming. In 1937, 

Nebraska and Wyoming alone recorded over 50 specimens. 

This is the highest total for corner-tangs outside of 

Texas. 

Plains Proper 

Patterson attributed the presence of corner-tang 

artifacts throughout the Plains to the movement of 

prehistoric Indian groups (1937:37). Wissler (1922) 

stated that one of the main migration routes of the 

Indians was along the Rocky Mountain's eastern 

foothills. Assuredly, herds of game animals such as 

bison, deer, and antelope also used this same natural 

barrier as a migration route. 

As stated earlier, the highest total of 

corner-tang artifacts outside of Texas came from the 

Northern Plains, specifically (western) Nebraska and 

Wyoming. In 1937, 18 corner-tang artifacts were known 

in Nebraska and 33 in Wyoming. Patterson (1937:37) 

believed that the specimens "...secured in Texas had 

been carried north, where they could have been 

duplicated." From this it can be inferred that the 

high accumulation of artifacts in Wyoming and Nebraska 

represent a possible stopping point for the northern 

migration of animals and dependent aboriginal groups. 

It is difficult to state with confidence why 

corner-tang artifacts are so numerous in the Northern 
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Plains. It is possible that they were carried up there 

by people following the movements of bison herds. 

In 1937, Patterson listed two corner-tang 

artifacts for the state of Arkansas, one from Polk 

County and one from Marion County. Montana also listed 

two corner-tangs from within its borders, one from 

Dawson County and one from Prairie County which was 

first reported by Hough in 1927. Both specimenis were 

found in the eastern part of the state. Mississippi's 

only recorded specimen was illustrated by Brown in 

1926. Patterson (1937:33) felt "it is somewhat 

doubtful whether this piece should be included among 

the corner-tang knives" although it does follow the 

pattern of the other corner-tangs. Two corner-tang 

artifacts were listed for South Dakota in 1937, 

although Patterson was not very sure of the origin. 

His contact placed them in the southwest corner of the 

state; Patterson cautiously assigned them to Pennington 

County in the Badlands of the state. My research 

revealed no new records for these four states, so their 

1937 totals still stand. My search for new specimens 

was by no means exhaustive in these states. Letters 

stating that I was conducting research on these 

artifacts and desired information on their occurrence 

in the particular areas were mailed to the major state 

institutions. Either no information was available, or 
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no reply at all was received from the aforementioned 

regions. 

Likewise, no new records were reported for 

Missouri and Illinois. Illinois only accounted for one 

corner-tang out of 725 specimens found throughout the 

Plains and Texas. It was found in Calhoun County which 

is situated on the east side of the Mississippi River. 

Missouri yielded nine corner-tangs, four from Cedar 

County, one each from St. Clair, Jefferson, Osage and 

Washington Counties and one broken piece from Jasper 

County. Iowa listed four corner-tangs from Mills 

County in the southwestern part of the state. A trip 

to the area by the author proved to be very productive. 

Six additional specimens were recorded for the Mills 

County area. 

Patterson listed 11 corner-tangs for New Mexico in 

his supplementary report. Three specimens were found 

in the vicinity of the sand hills in the southeastern 

corner of that state, one from Lea County and two from 

Eddy County. One specimen each was reported in Santa 

Fe and Curry Counties and three from Quay County. Two 

drawings of corner-tangs were submitted to Patterson. 

Both specimens were found near Eagle Lake Nest in 

Colfax County. One additional specimen was reported 

for Taos County; it was first reported by Hough in 

1927. 

Colorado had a total of 12 specimens not counting 

the artifacts listed by Moorehead in 1910, Renaud in 
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1931 and Meroney in 1935. Five specimens were listed 

for Yuma County, all of which were part of the Anderson 

Collection housed at the Colorado Museum of Natural 

History in Denver. Two pieces were listed for Logan 

County and one each for Larimer, Baca, Prowers, Hiowa 

and Weld Counties all of which are located in eastern 

or central Colorado. This data seems to support 

Patterson's theory that the artifacts are distributed 

mainly along the Rocky Mountain foothills. 

The corner-tang distribution in Wyoming poses an 

interesting problem. The artifacts are found 

throughout the entire state. Eleven pieces were 

reported from Natrona County, four each from Sweetwater 

and Carbon Counties, two from Fremont, and three each 

from Park, Washakie and Albany Counties. Single 

specimens were reported from Platte, Goshen and Crook 

Counties. In 1937, 33 specimens were known for the 

state, the next highest total for a state besides 

Texas. The conclusion Patterson drew from this 

evidence was that the artifacts were tied to the 

migrating Plains tribes that ranged from north to south 

in the area during historical times (1937:37). It may 

also be implied that the artifacts were part of a 

specific activity, such as bison hunting, which allowed 

the artifacts to be carried northward from Texas into 

the Plains. On the other hand. Dibble and Lorrain 

(1968:72-74) believed that large-scale bison hunting 
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subsistence patterns were brought from the north to the 

Southern Plains, rather than the opposite. Dillehay's 

study (1974:183) of bison populations on the Southern 

Plains suggests that "bison herds migrated into...the 

Southern Plains..." and farther south, only when 

shifting climatic patterns were favorable. With this 

observation in mind, I will concentrate on Nebraska, 

Oklahoma and Kansas. The totals of reported 

corner-tangs have increased in all of the states since 

1937. 

In 1937, Patterson listed 15 corner-tang artifacts 

from Kansas. Most of these artifacts were located in 

the southwestern part of the state. The totals and 

counties where the artifacts were reported are as 

follows: Morton County nine, Harvey County two, Sumner 

County two and Seward County two. Thies (1992), of the 

Kansas State Historical Society, has collected data on 

these unique artifacts for over five years. His 

present count of artifacts is just at two dozen, thus 

increasing the count in Kansas to 39 (Thies 1992). 

Most of these artifacts were found in the western part 

of the state. Thies (1992) states that "occupants in 

the west appear to have been of a nomadic or 

semi-nomadic nature (systematically nomadic, no doubt, 

probably involving scheduled and/or predictable moves 

to favored locations or resource areas)." The western 

and central parts of Kansas do offer several forms of 

high quality chert just as Central Texas does. They 
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include jasper or niobrarite and various forms of 

quartzite (Thies 1992). Outcrops of agatized dolomite 

are also present in Kansas, offering prime knapping 

materials. These dolomite outcrops are similar to 

those in the Texas Panhandle commonly known as Alibates 

(Thies 1992) . 

None of the specimens cataloged by Thies were made 

of (Texas) exotic materials. In fact all the specimens 

were made of local materials found throughout the 

region. These materials include "Flint Hills chert" and 

"Knife River chalcedony" (Thies 1985:77; Reynolds 

1986) . The lack of physical evidence in the form of 

Edwards chert and other distinctive lithics connecting 

Texas and Kansas could imply that the Kansas 

corner-tang artifacts were developed independently, 

rather than the result of trade. On the other hand, it 

is possible that some of the Central Texas artifacts 

were carried north into the Plains and duplicated using 

local materials. 

Corner-tang artifacts of Central Texas were 

radiocarbon dated to between 380 B.C.-130 B. C. 

(Britton Site) and 380 B.C.-A.D. 360 (Ernest Witte 

Site). According to Turner and Hester's cultural 

chronology (1985:54-55), corner-tang artifacts fall 

within the Late Archaic (1000 B.C.-300 B.C.) and the 

Transitional Archaic (300 B.C.-A.D. 700) of the area 

while Prewitt's chronology places the artifacts in the 
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Late Archaic (ca. 300 B.C.-A.D. 700). The radiocarbon 

dates from Colorado (Vail Pass Camp) fall within the 

same age range (200 B.C.-A.D. 620) as the Texas 

specimens although the Texas specimens have been 

assigned earlier dates. The Vail Pass specimen can be 

assigned to the Late Archaic (1050 B.C.-50 B.C.) and 

Plains Woodland (A.D. 100-A.D. 1000) periods of the 

area (Hofman 1989:51; Hofman and Brooks 1989:62). The 

corner-tang artifacts recovered from Kansas have been 

placed in the Middle Woodland period of that area, 

although no absolute dates have been obtained (Marshall 

1972; Thies 1985). It is interesting to note that 

radiocarbon dates for corner-tangs found north of Texas 

indicate a later development. This seems to reinforce 

the theory that the corner-tang form originated in 

Texas and appeared later in the central United States. 

In 1937, Patterson listed Nebraska as having 18 

corner-tang artifacts. One each was reported from 

Sarpy, Otoe, Hayes, Custer, Nance, Chase and Banner 

Counties. Lincoln County reported a total of five 

specimens and two each from McPherson, Sioux and 

Morrill Counties. A visit to the area revealed several 

more specimens. Five of the specimens were found in 

the sand hills region of the state just as in West 

Texas and southeastern New Mexico. The counties are as 

follows: Hooker (3), Wheeler (2), and Keith (1). Seven 

additional specimens were reported from the southern 

part of the state. Two specimens were found in 
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Nuckolls County, three in Frontier County, and one each 

from Redwillow and Perkins Counties. 

Only seven corner-tang specimens were reported for 

Oklahoma in 1937. Two were reported from the eastern 

part of the state in Cherokee and Muskogee Counties and 

one from Wichita County in the western part of the 

state. Of particular interest are the four specimens 

reported from the Oklahoma Panhandle. Two specimens 

were from Cimarron County in the far west end of the 

Panhandle and two from the central part of the 

Panhandle. As of 1992, Cimarron County had one other 

report of a corner-tang and two additional specimens 

were reported from Texas County also in the Panhandle. 

These specimens, including those from the Texas 

Panhandle, strengthen the argument for a pattern of 

distribution taking place northward from Central Texas 

onto the South Plains. Additional specimens were 

reported in Tulsa County (4), Kay County (1), Caddo 

County (4), Mayes County (1), Marshall County (1), 

Bryan County (1), Muskogee County (1), and Blaine 

County (2). 

This current list of corner-tang artifacts is by 

no means exhaustive; however, it does point to several 

significant things. Kansas now has the highest number 

of reported corner-tang artifacts next to Texas, and 

Nebraska is running a close third with Wyoming 

(Figure 15). The significance of this updated 
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di s t r ibut ion data on corner-tang a r t i f a c t s w i l l be 

considered further in Chapter V. 



CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

The presence of corner-tang artifacts on the 

Plains is not unusual; however, their numbers are by no 

means substantial. In 1936, Patterson thought the 

artifacts were specific to Texas, primarily Central 

Texas. A year later Patterson was forced to rethink 

his theory concerning the distribution of corner-tangs. 

In 1937, he listed 14 states that had reliable reports 

of corner-tang artifacts. 

Since it had been documented that Plains tribes 

migrated up and down the Great Plains, Patterson 

concluded that the distribution of corner-tangs was 

somehow tied to the movement of these groups. However, 

the area with the highest accumulation of corner-tang 

artifacts was, and still is. Central Texas. Patterson 

reported that 63 Central Texas counties accounted for 

95 percent of all records for the state. Furthermore, 

these 63 counties accounted for 80 percent of all 

records for the 14 states (1937:36). Patterson 

hypothesized that Central Texas represented the main 

center from which corner-tangs were dispersed to the 

other regions. He suggested that perhaps the artifacts 

were carried northward with the migrating Plains 

tribes. According to my research, this is still a 

reasonable hypothesis; however, it is possible that the 

artifacts found throughout the Plains were the result 
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of similar subsistence pursuits and/or adaptations to 

similar environments. 

It is worth mentioning that perhaps the artifacts 

were prized trade items as indicated by their 

occurrence in "high status" burials (Hall 1981). On 

the other hand, the burial in Karnes County, Texas, 

seems to indicate that the artifacts were part of the 

prehistoric hunter's basic tool kit (Mitchell et al. 

1984). This would also explain how the pieces made 

their way as far north as Montana and Wyoming. Perhaps 

a few of the artifacts were carried north by transient 

hunters and then duplicated out of local raw materials 

by other groups. This way only a few of the artifacts 

would have to make their way out of Central Texas 

although the idea/technology could be carried far 

beyond. 

In Central Texas, corner-tang artifacts are quite 

often found within or associated with burned rock 

middens (Preston and Shiner 1969; Weir 1976). Weir 

(1976:34) states that "no sites are more characteristic 

of central Texas sites than burned rock middens—by far 

the most conspicuous features in Central Texas Archaic 

sites." Bison bones have also been recovered from 

burned rock middens (Dillehay 1974), suggesting that 

bison was one of the food resources of people who 

occupied those sites. Weir (1976:35) states that "the 

assemblages within the middens reflect a highly 
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the great numbers of projectile points that are found 

in the middens. 

As stated earlier, collectors in Central Texas 

have noted that corner-tang artifacts are often found 

associated with dart points of the Castroville. Marcos, 

Marshall, and Montell types (Turner and Hester 1985:76, 

117, 119, 126). These dart points also have been found 

associated with bison bones and bison-kill sites 

(Dibble and Lorrain 1968; Dillehay 1974; Hughes 1978). 

All four of these point types are diagnostic of the 

Middle or Late Archaic of Central Texas (Turner and 

Hester 1985). Corner-tang artifacts are also 

diagnostic of the Late Archaic (Weir 1976; Turner and 

Hester 1985). From these associations we may assume 

that corner-tangs are somehow related to the activities 

that created the middens and perhaps also to bison 

hunting or processing. However, the relationship 

between corner-tang artifacts and bison hunting is 

still in question. 

On the other hand, if we assume there was very 

little or no contact between the groups in Central 

Texas and the Plains region, we must draw conclusions 

from different sets of data. Therefore, if we focus on 

the similarities in adaptive techniques employed by the 

two different prehistoric populations, we will need to 

look at the similarities in the environments. If we 

take this line of reasoning, some interesting 
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conclusions may be drawn. As stated earlier, Kansas 

and Nebraska contain numerous reports of corner-tang 

artifacts, it is interesting to note that both states 

possess environmental features that are present in 

Texas. For example, numerous rivers and tributaries 

cut across all three states offering prime localities 

for ceunping and hunting. Likewise, the rivers could 

have served as thoroughfares with which materials could 

have been transported to surrounding areas. For 

example, artifacts manufactured in Wyoming could have 

been carried downstream to other groups farther south 

and east. 

Spielman (1983:257) stated that "the exchange of 

resources between populations occupying different 

environments and pursuing entirely different 

adaptations..." aids in diversifying a group's 

resources. For example, hunter-gather populations of 

the Plains would travel to the eastern Pueblos and 

exchange bison meat, fat, and hides for corn, bread, 

cotton and textiles (Spielman 1983:257). In all 

likelihood, corner-tang artifacts from Central Texas 

could have been traded to populations in West Texas and 

the South Plains. This example of the South Plains 

trade network shows how materials from one culture 

could be passed to another and so on. Using this 

example, it is easy to see how corner-tang artifacts 
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could become dispersed throughout the Plains region 

whether they originated in Texas or not. 

As stated earlier, all the corner-tang specimens 

documented in the upper-Plains are made of local raw 

materials. If the artifacts from Central Texas were 

traded or carried northward from the "manufacturing 

area," we would expect the upper-Plains specimens to be 

made from raw materials found in Texas. Another 

problem with identifying the raw materials is the fact 

that many of the upper-Plains lithic resources are 

similar to those found in parts of Texas. For example, 

Kansas and Oklahoma both have their own forms of 

agatized dolomite which is often mistaken for the well 

known Texas version, namely Alibates flint (Thies 

1992). Alibates flint is easily recognized due to its 

"...distinctive alternating red and white banding which 

may vary from red to brown and from white to cream or 

gray" (Shaeffer 1958:190). In the past it was thought 

that this material was specific to Texas, and was 

traded to other localities on the Plains (Watson 

1950:32; Bell and Baerreis 1951:84; Suhm and Krieger 

1954:71). On the other hand, Green and Kelley 

(1960:414) state that " caution should be used in 

assigning a point of origin to the class of flint 

identified as Alibates on the basis of visual 

inspection alone." 
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Possible Functions 

It has been suggested that corner-tang artifacts 

were used for a variety of purposes depending on the 

specific form of the specimen. Base corner-tang 

artifacts were most likely used for cutting soft or 

fibrous materials, such as meat and vegetation 

(McReynolds 1984:9). Diagonal corner-tangs were also 

used for cutting and possibly for skinning animals, 

hence the two forms: curved blade diagonal corner-tangs 

and straight blade diagonal corner-tangs. The diagonal 

corner-tang accounted for 50 percent of the total 

specimens recovered from Texas (Patterson 1936:23). 

The back corner-tang poses an interesting problem. 

This type of artifact was most likely a ceremonial 

form, if hafted from below with a split handle. One 

such artifact was found in 1850. However, if the 

artifact was hafted with the handle attached to the 

tang from the top, as with the other forms, it would 

create a cutting tool requiring a pushing motion rather 

than pulling motion (McReynolds 1984:11). The mid-back 

tang, in all likelihood, was a hide working tool used 

to remove excess fat and meat from a skin. Most of 

these artifacts have a beveled edge. This beveled edge 

would prevent the hide from being cut during 

processing. The corner-tang drills, on the other hand, 

are merely pieces that were reworked after the blade 
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had been damaged. This recycling of materials was very 

common among prehistoric populations, especially in 

areas where lithic resources were not abundant. 

Age Range 

The temporal context of corner-tang artifacts is 

still tenuous although relative dating and radiocarbon 

assays have clarified the picture somewhat. 

Corner-tang artifacts have been found associated with 

Marcos points (Mitchell et al. 1984) which are 

diagnostic of the Late and Transitional Archaic of 

Central Texas (600 B.C.-A.D. 200) according to Turner 

and Hester (1985:117). Prewitt places Marcos points in 

the Uvalde Phase of the Late Archaic (ca. 300 B.C.-A.D. 

200) of his Central Texas cultural chronology 

(1981:76). Corner-tang artifacts have also been found 

associated with Ensor and Frio projectile points 

(Preston and Shiner 1969). According to Prewitt 

(1981:76), Ensor points are diagnostic of the Twin 

Sisters Phase of the Late Archaic (A.D. 200-A.D. 550) 

and Frio points are diagnostic of both the Uvalde and 

Twin Sisters Phases of the Late Archaic. Turner and 

Hester (1985) place both the Ensor and Frio points 

within the Transitional Archaic (200 B.C.-A.D. 600). 

Radiocarbon dates place corner-tang artifact in 

the Late Archaic (1000 B.C.-300 B.C.) to Transitional 

Archaic (300 B.C.-A.D. 700) periods of the Central 
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Texas chronology, according to Turner and Hester, and 

the Late Archaic (300 B.C.-A.D. 200) of Central Texas 

according to Prewitt. In Colorado, the artifacts have 

been found associated with the Late Plains Archaic 

(1050 B.C.-A.D. 100). In Kansas the artifacts have 

been found associated with the Woodland Village 

components (A.D. l-A.D. 500) of that state. All three 

areas where absolute dates have been obtained seem to 

agree with each other. Morphological studies conducted 

by Weber (1984) seem to verify the information 

presented above. Weber examined the flake patterns of 

corner-tang artifacts, as well as Marcos and Ensor 

points, and found that large pressure flakes are common 

in all three forms. According to Weber, large pressure 

flaking was associated with the late Paleo-Indian and 

Early Archaic periods. However, the leg assisted 

pressure technique was rediscovered in the Late Archaic 

of Central Texas according to Prewitt's "summary of key 

index markers" which was published with his Central 

Texas cultural chronology (1981:76). 

The argument for corner-tang artifacts somehow 

being associated with the bison-hunting people has been 

presented. Following the logic that artifacts found in 

association with each other are related in some way, 

archaeologists can make assumptions about the 

subsistence strategies of prehistoric populations. At 

the present, it appears that it may have been 
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bison-hunting people that used corner-tang artifacts, 

but combined data does not indicate their use at kill 

sites (Hall 1992). Perhaps the artifacts were used for 

something else associated with the bison culture 

besides the felling and primary butchering of the 

animals. In addition, determining the raw material 

sources of the artifacts will also help to trace 

possible trade routes, and lend further information to 

the distribution of these artifacts. Additional 

use-wear analyses may also help determine what function 

these unusual artifacts served. 

Patterson (1936) suggested that each of the 

corner-tang type specimens was used for a specific 

tasks, as well as on a variety of materials. For 

example, the base corner-tang was believed to be a 

typical knife (McReynolds 1984:9) which could be used 

for a variety of activities, while the diagonal 

corner-tang was believed to be a skinning knife 

(Patterson 1936:11). The back corner-tang is the most 

versatile of the artifacts. Depending on the hafting 

technique employed, the artifact could either be a 

ceremonial implement (Meroney 1935:30) or an 

utilitarian implement used in chopping or fleshing 

(Patterson 1936:11). Mid-back tangs were in all 

likelihood used as scrapers given the artifact's design 

(Patterson 1936:12). The presence of a beveled edge on 

most of the artifacts of this category and the probable 

hafting technique employed on the artifact supports 
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this hypothesis. The function served by bifurcated 

tang and two tang pieces poses another problem. In all 

likelihood, the two tang pieces were the result of raw 

materials being recycled (Steele 1971:10). On the 

other hand, Patterson (1936:13) believed that 

corner-tang artifacts with bifurcated tangs would 

furnish better anchorage for a handle. Finally, the 

corner-tang drill is believed to have been used 

primarily for boring or punching holes in a variety of 

materials, just as any other drill (Patterson 1936:14). 

There seems to be little doubt that bison-hunting 

people used corner-tangs. What remains in doubt is how 

they were using them. Further progress in this area of 

research will depend on systematic use-wear studies on 

a representative sample of corner-tang specimens from 

the major areas of its occurrence and recovery of 

further contextual and associational data in 

archaeological excavations. 
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