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Early Sixteenth Century Caddo 

Timothy K. Perttula

 Milner’s (2015:Figure 2.1) summary of the distribution of Native American population aggregates 
in eastern North America in the early sixteenth century depicts much of the southern Caddo area (of 
southwestern Arkansas, northwestern Louisiana, southeastern Oklahoma, and East Texas) as being 
sparsely settled or uninhabited in the early sixteenth century. Rather, as attested to by many years of 
archaeological investigations of a variety of Caddo sites across the southern Caddo area, as well as the 
1542 accounts of the de Soto-Moscoso entrada, the distribution and density of Caddo farming groups 
and communities reached its full and peak extent at around this time. 

 The distribution of native American populations in eastern North America at the time of initial 
th century (see Jones 2014:Figure 2) has been important to 

establish in order to assess the place of Native American communities and groups across the landscape, 
the short- and long-term effects of European contact, and the consequences of population change and 
decline following the introduction, timing, and spread of Old World diseases after European contact. 

-
ment, and warfare among Eastern North American Native American groups in the early sixteenth 
century has laid the foundation for a better understanding of their spatial distribution and their mean 

th century on across eastern 

much of the mid-continent was sparsely settled, surviving groups had spaced themselves 
as far apart as possible…When new diseases were introduced, isolation by distance likely 
impeded the spread of pathogens transmitted through direct person-to-person contact.

 As part of Milner’s research, he has compiled a map showing the distribution of “archaeologically 

from the Atlantic Ocean on the east to the Caddo populations at the far western reaches of eastern North 

2.1) in the southern Caddo area (Perttula 2012:Figure 1-2). According to Milner (2015:54), the unshad-
ed areas on the map represent “tracts of unoccupied land,” or land that was sparsely settled at that time 
by Native American groups, including Caddo groups and communities. 

 However, more than 100 years of archaeological investigations in the southern Caddo area indicate 
that there is abundant evidence of Caddo settlements—ranging from small farmsteads, small hamlets, 
to larger villages, and multiple mound community centers—in some density in this area in the early six-

large swathes of East Texas (as well as other parts of the southern Caddo area in Louisiana and Arkan-
th century, or are “places that are poorly known or those occupied by 

people who moved often,” widely misses the mark. Although rigorous regional settlement demographic 
studies (see Drennan et al. 2015) have not been done for any temporal period of the Caddo archaeologi-
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Figure 1. Early sixteenth century population aggregates in the western part of eastern North America. This 

and minor streams in virtually all parts of the southern Caddo area, including within contemporaneous 
phases in the region. If anything, by all measures, the period between ca. A.D. 1400 (the onset of the Late 

th century, and then on to the latter part of the 17th century, 
were as Girard et al. (2014) has indicated, likely periods of peak Caddo population densities and settle-
ment extent across the region (Figure 2). The largest Late Caddo period mound in East Texas outside of 

th and much 
of the 17th century A.D. (Fields 2008). The distribution of Caddo settlements, communities, and phases 
through this period also suggests that the adverse effects of European epidemic diseases, including de-
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 When the de Soto-Moscoso entrada encountered Caddo groups along the Ouachita River in what is 
now southwestern Arkansas at the province of Chaguate in 1542 (Figure 3), they noted a well peopled 

well-populated land. While there may have been buffers between Caddo provinces, particularly south 
of the Sabine River, there were well-populated Caddo communities along almost all the route taken by 
the entrada. The entrada accounts do not identify large areas that were uninhabited or sparsely settled by 

Sandra Hannum.
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Figure 3. Map of the postulated de Soto-Moscoso entrada across the southern Caddo area and selected 
Caddo provinces in Southwest Arkansas and East Texas in 1542. Figure prepared by Sandra Hannum.
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Conclusions

 The characterization by Milner (2015:Figure 2.1) of much of the southern Caddo area as being 
sparsely settled or uninhabited in the early sixteenth century is not an accurate one. Rather, the distribu-
tion and density of Caddo farming groups and communities reached its full and peak extent at around this 
time, as attested to by archaeological investigations of a variety of Caddo sites across the southern Caddo 
area as well as the 1542 accounts of the de Soto-Moscoso entrada. 
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