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PHELPS LAKE AND JIM BURT:
TWO MIDDLE WOODLAND PERIOD MOUNDS
IN NORTHWESTERN LOUISIANA

Jeffrey S. Girard
Northwestern State University of Louisiana

Introduction

Clarence Webb (Fulton and Webb 1953,
Webb 1984) defined the pre-Caddoan
Bellevue focus on the basis of investiga-
tions at several isolated mounds located in
upland settings in northwestern Louisiana
(Figure 1). With the exception of the
Bellevue Site (16BO4), little detailed
information is available about these
mounds. Most were excavated many years
ago and few notes, photographs, or other
records exist, This paper describes the
results of recent cleaning of an old exca-

vation trench through one of the Bellevue
focus sites — the Phelps Lake Mound
(16BO24). The work has provided a
relatively detailed look at the mound
strata. A radiocarbon assay on a sample of
charcoal underlying the mound constitutes
one of the few chronometric dates from a
Bellevue focus context. Also discussed
briefly is the Jim Burt Site (16B0O23),
where a radiocarbon assay was obtained
on charcoal recovered near the mound.

The Phelps Lake Site (16BO24)

Introduction

The Phelps Lake Site initially was
recorded by Webb and described in his
summary of the Bellevue focus
(Webb1984). He reported that the mound
had been partially excavated by Boy
Scouts in 1960 under the direction of
Robert Fulton and Michael Beckman.
Webb visited while the work was being
carried out. He noted that the mound —

LA

was constructed of mixed
filll and showed no
evidence of construction
phases or of sub-mound
midden. No burials,
cremations, hearths, or
other features were found.
The few pottery sherds
seemed consistent with
Bellevue ceramics, mostly
plain, clay-grit or bone
tempered, and slightly
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thick, with one or

two indefinitely
incised sherds.
The lithics were

also scarce, but
Gary and Ellis type
points were found
(Webb 1984:265).

In the 1980s, Louis Baker of the
Louisiana Archaeological Society found
a small mound in the same vicinity, but
it was not clear that it was the site
described by Webb. Baker and I visited
the site in February 2001 with Wilton
Corley of Benton, Louisiana. Corley had
participated in the scout excavations and
confirmed that Baker’s site was the
Phelps Lake Mound. Shortly thereafter,
I found notes and a sketch map in the
files at Northwestern State University
describing a mound near the town of
Plain Dealing, Louisiana. The notes
were written in April 1967 by Cynthia
Kittler, a former student at Northwestern
State University of Louisiana. Kittler
stated that:

The Plains Dealing site was
found by Mr. Ardis Manry,
Justice of the Peace in Plain
Dealing, about 1955. He en-
listed the aid of Dr. Clarence
Webb and two geologists and
a scout troop who excavated
the site. Only three pieces of
pottery were found and one
fish vertebra. The mound
also vyielded three bundle
burials, each on a different
level. Some projectile points
were found in the area near
the mound. Disposal of the
artifacts and bodies is un-
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Figure 1. Locations of recorded Bellevue focus mounds

and the Swan lake site.

known. Dr. Webb might be
able to supply this informa-
tion. All | found was a piece
of charcoal and it is doubtful
that much remains at the
mound.

Her sketch map of the mound and its
setting made it clear that this was the same
site recorded by Baker and described by
Webb as the Phelps Lake Mound. Her
report of the burials does not concord with
Webb, but it is possible that they were
discovered after Webb visited the site. On
Kittler’s sketch map, a burial is plotted on
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the east side of the excavation trench, near
the center of the mound.

When we returned to the site in 2001, the
area was covered with small trees and
dense underbrush. The mound appeared
much as Kittler drew and described it in
1967; no additional damage was evident.

The trench profiles were slumped and
covered with moss and other vegetation.
The base of the trench was covered with a
thick layer of humus and leaf litter. We
decided that this was a rare opportunity to
obtain much needed information about the
structure of a Bellevue focus mound, and
to recover charcoal for a radiocarbon date
as well.

Description of the Site

The Phelps Lake mound was constructed
in an unusual topographic setting. It is
situated near the base of a slope to a high
ridge overlooking the Red River flood-
plain (Figure 2). The top of the ridge is
approximately 122 m above sea level. The
slope drops steeply about 46 m, then
levels to the floodplain, the margins of
which are approximately 61 m above sea
level. The mound is on the lower, more

level portion of the slope at an elevation of
about 70 m above sea level. Early nine-
teenth century maps indicate that a large
lake, known as Phelps Lake, was present
along the edge of the floodplain in this
area. Phelps Lake is one of many marginal
floodplain lakes in the Red River flood-
plain. These often are called “raft lakes”
because they were at least partially formed
from blockages of the main channel due to

bank slumping and fallen
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trees. Large historically
documented lakes such as
Caddo or Ferry Lake and
Sodo Lake are probably less
than 500 years old
(Albertson and Dunbar
1993:40-41). However, it is
possible that rafts of varying
size and location formed
and dispersed throughout
late prehistoric times in the
Red River floodplain.
Unfortunately, we have no
geomorphic data regarding
the history of Phelps Lake.

Figure 2. Topographic setting of the Phelps Lake Mound.

/

Because the Phelps Lake
mound was built on a slope,
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It begins downslope on the
north side and extends
south into the mound, but
i /1 not completely through it.
There is no record regard-
ing the number of excava-
‘ tors involved in digging
the trench, nor how long it

J ,-'/ | took to complete.
/ Methods of Investigation
& 7 We concentrated our
investigations on the upper
" /] portion of the eastern
o profile of the trench near
[
ol Tt the center of the mound

where Kittler showed a
’ burial on her sketch map.

Figure 3. Contour map of the Phelps Lake Mound.

it is only about 80 cm tall on the southeast
side, but almost 2.5 m high on the
northwest (Figures 3 and 4). The mound is
a little over 20 m long on

We first cleaned the top of
the profile and then
excavated a 1-x-2 m test
pit on the lower portion of the edge of the
trench. The trench went through the
slumped deposits, some remaining intact

the north-south axis, and
12 to 15 m wide, making it
smaller than the Bellevue
Mound (16BO4), but of
comparable size to the
other Bellevue focus
mounds reported by Webb.
As much as 40 cm of
backdirt from the trench
excavation is present on
top of the mound making it
seem slightly taller than its
original height.

Phelps Lake Mound
16BO24

The trench 1is

approximately 4 m wide.

Figure 4. Wire-frame model of the Phelps Lake Mound.
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Figure 5. Profiles of the test pit, Phelps Lake Mound.

mound fill, and into the submound
deposits. We cleaned a 50 cm wide
portion of the exposed profile 2 m north of
the trench where the loading sequence was
not as complex (Profile 1; Figure 3).
Thurman Allen, soil scientist with the
Natural Resource Conservation Service,
made a detailed description of this profile.
We also exposed a 50 cm wide profile
(Profile 2) at the north end of the mound,
on the west side of the trench. Finally, we
attempted to locate habitation debris in the
area that might relate to use of the mound.
Baker dug approximately 20 bucket auger
tests in areas downslope from the mound,
but none of the tests yielded artifacts or
other signs of occupation. We excavated
one 50-x-50 cm shovel test in a relatively
level area east of the mound and recovered
a single chert flake.

Description of the Mound and Natural
Deposits

Figure 5 is a drawing of three profiles the
1-x-2 m trench in the center of the mound
(the west profile contained only slumped
deposits from the trench excavation).
Tables 1 and 2 are descriptions of the
sequence of deposits in Profiles 1 and 2.

Variations in the deposits relate both to
different parent materials used for mound
construction, and the subsequent weather-
ing of these materials. The basic
depositional sequence visible in the profile
from top to bottom is: (1) the submound
natural soil; (2) an inner clay loam mound
present only in the excavation unit; (3) an
outer mound consisting of multiple lenses
and strata of fine sandy loam; and (4)
backdirt from the trench.
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Table 1. Description by Thurman Allen of deposits in Profile 1, Phelps Lake Mound.

Horizon | Level Description

Overburden 101.58-100.98 mixed fine sandy loam; backdirt from trench

A 100.98-100.82 dark grayish brown (10YR4/2) fine sandy loam; weak medium subangular blocky structure,
very friable

E 100.82-100.61 pale brown (10YR6/3) fine sandy loam; weak medium subangular blocky structure; very
friable; few fine to medium size ‘B’ bodies in the lower part of the E horizon; thin, clayey
lamella on lower sideslope

Bw or Bt 100.61-100.38 yellowish red (5YR4/6) loam; weak medium subangular blocky structure; friable

BCorC 100.38-1060.01 strong brown (7.5YR4/6) tine sandy loam; weak medium structure; very friable

Gl 100.01-99.80 red (2.5YR4/6) loam; weak medium subangular blocky structure; friable

C2 99.80-99.70 brown {7.5YR5/4) fine sandy loam; weak medium subangular blocky structure; very friable

2Ab 99.,70-99.55 brown (7.5YR4/3) fine sandy loam; weak medium subangular blocky structure; very friable

2Eb 99.55-99.46 brown (7.5YR5/4) fine sandy loam; weak medium subangular blocky structure; very friable

2Btb 99.46-99.33 vellowish red (5YR4/6) sandy clay loam; moderate medium subangular structure; friable

Table 2. Description of deposits in Profile 2, Phelps Lake Mound.

Horizon | Level Description

Mixed 100.90-100.48 strong brown (7.5YR4/6) fine sandy loam with complex mottling of redder sediments
A 100.48-100.39 brown (7.5YR4/4) fine sandy loam, very friable

E 100.39-100.07 brown (7.5YR4/6) fine sandy loam, very friable

Bw or Bt 100.07-99.93 yellowish red (5YR4/6) loam, weak blocky structure, friable

2Aeb 99.93-99.65 brown (7.5YR4/6) fine sandy loam, very friable

2Bth 99.65-99.58 dark red (2.5YR4/8) sandy clay loam, moderate blocky structure; friable

Beneath the backdirt from the trench
excavation, Allen noted substantial soil
development in the upper mound deposit
(Table 1). The presence of E and Bw or Bt
horizons indicates considerable age for the
mound. However, these horizons are not
as well developed as those present in
Archaic period mound sites in north-
eastern Louisiana (Thurman Allen and Joe
Saunders, personal communication). The

g

parent material for these horizons was
probably similar to the strong brown loam
identified as the BC or C horizon in the
profile. This sediment probably was
simply taken from the upper soil horizons
on the surrounding slope. Underlying this
was a redder, finer-grained deposit that
might be borrowed from B horizon
sediments in the surrounding areas.
Because of high erosion on the slope, B
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horizons are at, or near, the surface in
many areas. Beneath this deposit is an-
other loading episode apparently acquired
from upper soil horizon sediments.

Similar soil development is present in
Profile 2. The upper part of the profile
appears to represent a mixture of slumped
and washed in sediments from backdirt
and trench fill from upslope. An A
horizon, somewhat thinner than that
identified in Profile 1, is present below the
mixed fill. The A horizon is underlain by
E and Bw or Bt horizons. No mound
deposits beneath the B horizon were
identified (this profile is near the base of
the mound). The buried A horizon looked
much like the mound deposits, but was
identifiable by the very sharp break with
the overlying B horizon of the mound fill.

Soil horizons are not detectable in the
test unit ( Figure 5). It appears that
sediments from two different sources were
used for the upper mound fill. Most
widespread is a yellowish red (5YR4/6)
(Zone 2B) to red (2.5YR4/0) (Zone 2C)
fine sandy loam that seems to correspond
to the Bt or Bw horizon noted by Allen in
Profile 1. The overlying A and E horizons
are not visible suggesting that the upper
part of the mound has been removed. An
intermittent, thin, wavy organic zone
(Zone 2A) is present beneath the backdirt
overburden. Several disturbances are
visible, probably from trees or old treasure
hunter’s pits.

Interspersed within the upper mound
sediments are loadings of a brown to light
brown (7.5YRS5/2 to 7.5YR6/4) very
friable fine sandy loam (Zone 3A). It is

i1

not clear where this material was acquired,
but soils on the surrounding ridge slope
are very complex due to variation in slope
and erosion. One auger test west of the
mound area encountered similar
sediments. The lamellae noted by Allen in
the E horizon of the trench profile also are
present within the Zone 4 sediments. The
lamellae are finer grained and redder
(2.5YR4/6) than the surrounding
sediments and appear to be pedogenic in
origin — they consist of fine-grained
sediments leached from the overlying
deposits.

In the lower portion of the mound, subtle
variation in colors and textures (Deposits
4, 5, and 6) appear to represent distinct
depositional episodes. The sediments
likely are varying mixtures of upper and
lower soil horizons from the immediately
surrounding slope deposits.

Underlying these deposits was an inner
mound consisting of dark red (2.5YR4/6)
clay loam with scattered, small (1-2 cm)
mottles of gray fine sand or silt. Numerous
ferruginous concretions and small chunks
of ferruginous sandstone were present
throughout the fill. A lens of brown
(7.5YR4/4) fine sandy loam (Zone 8),
intrudes into the inner mound in the
southeast corner of the unit. No artifacts
were recovered from Zones 7 or 8. It is
possible that the parent material for the
inner mound was Bt horizon sediments
from the surrounding soils, perhaps with
some mixture of the upper soil horizons.

The inner mound was present in the
excavation unit, but not in the profile to
the north. It began 45 c¢cm south of the
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north edge of the unit and gradually
thickened to the south. In the south profile
of the excavation unit, it was approxi-
mately 40 cm thick. It appears to have
leveled off to the west, toward the mound
center and thus may have formed a
platform. Unfortunately, the Boy Scout
trench destroyed the central portion of the
mound and so we cannot be sure. No
organic layer was present along the top of
the inner mound suggesting that it was not
left exposed on the surface for a
significant period of time prior to being
covered by the outer mound.

The buried soil in the excavation trench
was similar to that in Profiles 1 and 2.
However, near the center of the mound,
the Ab horizon was slightly thicker and
darker. No artifacts were recovered from
the deposit. However, flecks of scattered
charcoal were collected and submitted for
radiocarbon analysis to the Center for
Isotope Studies at the University of
Georgia. An age of 1950+ 40 B.P. (UGA-
9765; charcoal;5'*C=-27.52%) was
obtained. Although we cannot attribute the
charcoal to cultural activity with certainty,
it seems likely to have resulted from land
clearing or other activities associated with
initial construction of the mound.

Sediments backfilled or slumped into the
trench are visible in the upper portion of
the south profile on the west side (Figure
5). Underlying this fill is a series of lenses
that were deposited in a different manner.
Four bands of fine sandy loam can be
distinguished by color — alternating
yellowish red (5YR4/6) and brown
(7.5YRS5/4) (Zones 9A and 9B). The
brown deposits contain fine lenses of

redder material. In the field, I interpreted
these deposits as representing sediments
washed into the base of the Boy Scout
trench. However, they clearly differ from
the overlying material that characterizes
the trench fill elsewhere and an alternative
explanation is possible.

The sediments might be fill for a pit dug
through the inner mound and into the
submound deposits by the site inhabitants.
Other Woodland period mounds contain
shallow submound pits usually with
human cremations or burials. Kittler noted
that three burials were recovered from the
site “each on a different level”. It is
possible that one of these was within such
a pit. If so, the pit must have been dug
from the surface of the inner mound or
higher. It also is possible that the Boy
Scouts did not completely excavate the fill
from this pit and it extends south of our
excavation unit.

The lens of sandy loam (Zone 8) within
the inner mound also is curious. It is
possible that it represents the covering of
something — perhaps a human burial or
cremation as well. In this instance, the
burial would have been simply placed on
the pre-mound surface, then covered by
the sandy loam and remaining sediments
of the inner mound. This situation would
be similar to that at the Bellevue site
where burials were present both on an
inner platform and in a pit underlying the
mound (Fulton and Webb 1953; Webb
1984).

Artifacts

Artifacts recovered during the investiga-
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tions were limited to two chert flakes from
the excavation trench, and two sherds
during exposure of Profile 2 at the north
end of the trench. One of the sherds is
typical of Williams Plain pottery that is
generally associated with this period. It 1s

thick (8 mm) and has coarse grog and grit
temper. The second sherd appears to
represent a vessel appendage or perhaps a
pipe fragment. It also has coarse grog and
grit temper.

The Jim Burt Mound (16B0O23)

Webb (1984:264-5) also initially
described the Jim Burt Mound. He
reported that a trench was excavated in the
mound by Robert Fulton, Robert Scott,
and Mike Beckman. The excavations were
stopped when recent
burials were encountered.

from those occupations. Presently, the
mound site is in pasture and the surface is
covered by thick grass. The mound has
been badly eroded and trampled by cows.
The trench excavated in the 1960s remains

The mound deposits were

described as a single
homogeneous zone of
“sand-clay”. Webb

reported that a few sherds
were found at the site. The
sherds had clay, clay-grit,
and bone temper. Most
were plain, but a few had
irregularly incised lines.

The Jim Burt mound is
situated on a Pleistocene
terrace remnant, directly
overlooking the Red River
floodplain near the town of
Benton (Figure 6). During
the nineteenth century,
several houses were Ve
located along the bluff 5
edge in the area. Scatters —
of nineteenth century
ceramics and other

166022

Jim Burt Mound

Conttowr imterval — 25 meters

§K1 %\ \\

artifacts, as well as several
small cemeteries, remain

Figure 6. Contour map of the Jim Burt Mound.
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visible. Fragments of nineteenth century
head-stones are present around the mound.
The mound now is about 1 m high and 20
to 25 m in diameter, similar in size to the
Phelps Lake mound.

Louis Baker and I visited the site in 1995
and found a Keithville point on the eroded
mound surface, and a small stemmed point
on the terrace slope north of the mound.
We excavated a 1-x-1 m test unit approx-
imately 8 m southeast of the mound. The
upper deposits were approximately 40 cm
thick and consisted of a brown sandy
loam. Beneath was reddish-brown sandy
loam to a depth of at least 60 cm. Six
sherds, 14 flakes, seven chunks of fire-
cracked rock, and four fragments of iron
were recovered in the test unit. The iron
fragments were recovered in the upper 40
cm of the deposits. Two of the sherds
were recovered between 20 cm and 40 cm
below the surface. Both are grog-tempered
and one has a single incised line. The
remaining four sherds were recovered
between 40 and 60 cm below the surface.
Allhave a friable, laminated paste, similar

to Tchefuncte pottery from the Lower
Mississippi Valley. However, two appear
to have clay or grog temper.

Also encountered in the test unit was a
large lump of charcoal at approximately
50 cm below the surface. Although the
charcoal was not associated with a pit or
other feature, because of its depth and
apparent association with early pottery, it
was collected for radiocarbon analysis. An
age of 2200+/-70 BP was obtained (Beta-
8280; charcoal; §"°C =25.5%).

Six small sherds along with 14 flakes
were recovered in the test unit. Four of the
sherds have distinctly laminated paste and
are friable. Two of these have clay
inclusions that are distinct from the
surrounding paste. The other two lack
inclusions. These sherds also have surface
striations that appear to be impressions of
vegetal matter. The remaining two sherds
have harder pastes and are grog tempered.
One has a single incised line on the
exterior surface.

Comments

Calibrations of the radiocarbon ages
from the Phelps Lake and Jim Burt sites
are presented in Table 3 and Figure 7. Fig-
ure 7 also contains calibrated ages from
charcoal at the McKinney Mound (Webb
1984:262-264) and from a deep pit feature
at the Swan Lake site (Girard 1995:6-11).
All of the radiocarbon ages obtained so far
indicate that the Bellevue focus mounds
date prior to AD 200 and are roughly
contemporary with the Marksville period

in the Lower Mississippi Valley.
Unfortunately, dates are not available for
the Bellevue site (16BO4) located along
Bodcau Bayou. The few decorated sherds
recovered from the site suggest that
occupation might have taken place later
than at the other Bellevue focus mounds.
However, Schambach (1996) argues that
mortuary traits suggest that the mound
was constructed early in the Fourche
Maline sequence. No dates are available
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Table 3. Calibrations of radiocarbon age from the Phelps Lake and Jim Burt Mounds

using CALIB 4.3 (Stuiver et al. 1998)

Site Lab No. Radiocarbon Calibrated Age One-sigma Age Range Two-sigma Age Range
Age (BP)
Phelps Lake | UGA9763 1910+/-40 cal AD 82 cal AD 34-36 cal AD 4-10
cal AD 38-130 cal AD 19-221
Jim Burt Beta-8280 2190+/-70 cal BC 199 cal BC 369-156 cal BC 394-40
cal BC138-125

from the Hundley Mound (16CD161), the
Hewitt Mounds (16DS7 and 16DS270),
or the Thigpen Mound (16DS12). At this
point, it appears that a lengthy temporal
hiatus occurred in mound construction
between about AD 200 and the tenth
century AD when

construction of the first

2001:Table 1). The interval also roughly
corresponds to early Marksville sites to
the south and east. In a recent summary
McGimsey et al. (2000:196) place the
period between approximately 200 BC and
AD 400.

Caddoan mounds began.
500

Additional investigations

of these sites are necessary 3
4400

to ensure that this apparent

pattern is not merely a 100

result of the limited nature

200

of our investigations.

100
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Figure 7. Calibrated radiocarbon ages from Middle Woodland period




Caddoan Archeology

In Louisiana, we have not found many
habitation sites associated with these
mounds. One contemporaneous occupa-
tion appears to be represented by a large
pit feature found at the Swan Lake site
(16BO11), located near Willow Chute
Bayou in Bossier Parish (Figure 1;Girard
1995). Many others undoubtedly exist, but
may be buried in floodplain deposits or
mixed with later materials and difficult to
isolate.

In summary, recent investigations at the
Phelps Lake Mound in Bossier Parish,
Louisiana have provided a relatively

detailed look at deposits in a pre-Caddoan
Bellevue focus mound. The investigations
also produced a radiocarbon date sug-
gesting that the mound was constructed
between AD 50 and AD 150. A date on
charcoal recovered near the Jim Burt
Mound was considerably earlier, and
corresponds with one reported by Webb
from the McKinney Mound. These dates
indicate that the Bellevue sites fall in
Periods 2 and 3 of the Fourche Maline
sequence as defined by Schambach (1982,
2001), and are contemporary with Early
Marksville period sites of the Lower
Mississippi Valley and Avoyelles Plateau.
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