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INTRODUCTION


The name Coahuiltecan is derived from the state of Coahuila, Mexico, and refers to the language spoken by a large number of Indian bands in southern Texas and northeastern Mexico during the time of the Spanish colonial period.  These bands occupied a large area, extending from the southern limits of Tamaulipas, Nuevo Leon, and Coahuila in Mexico to the Guadalupe River in Texas.  This area  ranges from present-day Monterey, Mexico to San Antonio, Texas.


Some of these people were littoral, but the majority lived in the mountains and plateaus of northeastern Mexico and in the semi-arid region of southern Texas.  Most of the Indian villages were located along rivers and creeks, even though these people were semi-nomadic and had a wide range.  The Coahuiltecan culture was based upon a subsistence economy, and the influence of this pattern upon the culture can be demonstrated by an analysis of the economic 
system. . . .

THE NATURAL ENVIRONMENT


Topographically the Coahuiltecan area is highly diversified.  Low flat plains are found along the coast of Mexico and Texas.  Inland in Mexico these plains give way to large mountain chains, interspersed with plateaus.  The western portion of the Coahuiltecan area in Texas consists of rolling hills which extend into Mexico.  A few high elevations are found in this area, but they cannot be termed mountains.


Within the Coahuiltecan area are three minor climatic subdivisions.  As a whole the area is semi-arid.  Along the coast, mild temperatures prevail during the winter, with frequent rains and high humidity.  During the long summer period, temperatures are high with occasional rains and high humidity.  The western portion of the Coahuiltecan area is in direct contrast to the coastal strip.  The winters are characterized by low temperatures, while the summers are hot.  Low humidity and light precipitation prevail throughout the year.  Between these two subdivisions is a zone of transition.  The winter months are colder than those of the coastal area, but the humidity is lower.  The summers are as hot as those of the western portion of the region, but the humidity is higher. . . . 


To the Coahuiltecans the most important deposits of the region were those formations containing workable stone.  Flint, sandstone, and limestone were the usual materials employed, and an abundant supply of these materials is found in the region.

MATERIAL CULTURE


The most important weapon of these people was the bow and arrow.  Among the bands of Nuevo Leon the bow was made from the root of the mesquite tree whenever possible.  The cord for this bow was quite thick and was made from fibers of the lechuguilla.  Arrows were made of cane and were about eighteen to twenty inches in length.  A foreshaft was driven in the shaft and tied with sinew.  A projectile point was set in the end of the foreshaft and also tied with deer sinew.  This point was described as being large, barbed, and generally made from stone, although iron was used whenever it was available.  Occasionally the point was affixed to the foreshaft with sautle, a glue, without being tied, and was easily removed.  Feathers were attached to the shaft by the same gluing process, but occasionally the feathers were tied to the shaft.  The Coahuiltecans wrapped the deer sinew in such a manner as to conceal both ends of the sinew, but they did not make a knot.


A curved stick, now widely know as the rabbit-stick, was described as being shaped like a Japanese cutlass.  Among the bands of Nuevo Leon this implement was used for a variety of purposes.  It was used as a fending weapon, grubbing tool, headguard, pillow, and club.

The Coahuiltecan houses were made of reeds or grass laid over a framework of easily bent stalks or canes.  The final shape of the hut was said to be like a little bell, which indicates that the floor plan was round.  The door was very low, necessitating a crouched attitude when entering.  As smoke from the central fire is described as filling the upper part of the house, the roof probably had no smokehole.  The central fire was large enough to keep the house warm during the winter, but small enough so that the house was not overheated during the summer.  The fire was said to have been present more through custom than for any other reason; the main function of the fire, however, was probably to light the interior of the house.  This fire may not have been used for cooking, but the presence of an outside cooking fire is not mentioned.  Whether or not the central fire had ceremonial or religious significance is not known.


The simplest clothing was sufficient for the needs of the Coahuiltecans.  The basic garment, which resembled an elongated apron, covered the front and back of the pelvic region.  This description is nearly all that is given for this garment, but careful examination of the data permits some clarification.  The bands of Nuevo Leon placed herbs around the genitals, and the previously described garment was placed over the herbs, presumably to hold them in place.  This statement indicates that the garment passed between the legs and was held in place by some unspecified means, presumably a belt, and that the ends were allowed to hang free.  The lower edge of the garment reached a point about three inches below the knee.  It was highly decorated with animal teeth, small dried fruits, or any material which would make a slight noise when they walked.  This garment was evidently a minor variation of the widely used North American loin cloth.

SUBSISTENCE


The Coahuiltecans were semi-nomadic, ranging through a territory they regarded as their own: tresspassers were summarily punished.  Camps were moved every few days, after the surrounding country had been sufficiently exploited.  Probably one particular area was never completely exploited, and sufficient food was left for future use.


All sources agree that the Coahuiltecans were expert marksmen with the bow and arrow.  Rarely did a man leave the village to hunt and return without reporting success.  The hunger normally used game calls and traps when hunting alone.  The deer trap used by the Tamaulipan bands consisted of a barrier erected across a game trail with a sharpened stake set up behind the barrier.  When a deer leaped the barrier, it was impaled on the stake.  A pitfall was used for the javelina.  The trap was two varas (66 2/3 inches) wide and three varas deep, and was concealed by a covering of leaves and twigs to blend with the surrounding area .  The pit was so constructed that the animal could not move freely about after falling into the trap.


Communal hunting was employed when a great number of animals were required.  These communal hunts seem to have been correlated with an inter-band mitote and with warfare.  In one method the hunters formed a circle around the game area and moved forward slowly, driving the game toward the center of the circle.  When the hunters were within bow range, they began to shoot.  A second method involved the use of fire.  Some of the hunters formed a line in front of the game area, while others went around behind the area to kindle a series of fires.  Fleeing from the flames, the animals passed near the hunters, who shot them at will.


Among the bands of Tamaulipas, and also among some of the Lagunero bands, aquatic birds were hunted by a method common among the tribes of Central Mexico.  A number of gourds were thrown into the water near the birds.  After the birds became accustomed to the strange objects, the hunter slipped over his head a gourd provided with eye holes and swam into the water near the birds.  When the hunter selected his quarry, he grasped the feet of the bird and pulled it beneath the surface.  The feet were tied together, and then the bird was lashed to the hunter’s waist, presumably to his belt.


When buffalo were in the Coahuiltecan area, hunters trqaveled some distance to hunt them.  Many smaller animals were hunted, including rats, dormice, snakes, and rabbits, but only the frog and lizard were specifically excluded from the Coahuiltecan diet.  Among certain unspecified Tamaulipan bands, other animals were also excluded from the diet, such as the turkey, dove, and deer, because of the belief system.


The Coahuiltecans were adept fishermen.  During daylight hours several men held a net and waded into the water, presumably using a seining motion.  At night fish were dazzled with light and shot with the bow and arrow.  No indication of the amount of fish taken by either method is given; however, since the Coahuiltecans were good marksmen, they were probably able to secure a sufficient supply of fish to meet their needs.


Fishing as a part of the Coahuiltecan subsistence pattern is mentioned only for the bands of Nuevo Leon, but probably most of the Coahuiltecans supplemented their basic diet with fish.  Fish shooting was a trait common to many tribes of northern Mexico, the Southwest, and Texas.


Wild fruits and seeds were gathered in abundance when they were in season.  The prickly pear “tuna”, mesquite beans, and buds of the walnut tree were used to supplement Agave, the basic staple.  Areal differences in vegetation probably had a considerable effect on the diet.  Pecan nuts were used when they were available.  The gathering of salt from local deposits was a component part of the gathering activities of the Coahuiltecans.  Medicinal herbs and peyote were gathered when needed.


Although farming has been given as a cultural trait of the Tamaulipan area, it was probably limited to certain non-Coahuiltecan groups living in the southern portion of that state.  Farming by the Coahuiltecan occurred only after they had been missionized.  There does not appear to be a single Spanish source which can be cited as proof that agriculture was present among the Coahuiltecan before the mission period.


Water was of considerable importance to the Coahuiltecans, and techniques were developed to ensure a constant supply.  On long journeys pits were dug and the bottom thoroughly packed down.  A species of reed or grass was placed on the bottom and crushed until the sap began to flow out and collect on the bottom of the pit.  This juice was used as a water substitute and was said to have been quite refreshing.  When a village was located some distance from water, the cargo carrier was used to carry twelve to fourteen gourds or hollowed prickly pear internodes, each full of water, back to the village.  When a village was established near a stream, the thirsty individual went to the stream and drank, using his hands as a cup.  Among the bands of Tamaulipas and Nuevo Leon, the skull of a slain enemy was frequently retained for use as a drinking cup.

SEXUAL DIVISION OF LABOR


The sexual division of labor in Coahuiltecan society may be reconstructed from fragmentary references found in the various sources.  The men did all the hunting, defended the village, attached enemies, fished with nets and with the bow and arrow, and made fires.  Probably the men manufactured their own bows and arrows and most of the other implements, including fish nets.  In times of peace the men were responsible for trade, but in wartime this was done by the women.  The men apparently were responsible for collecting peyote, and presumably also for the manufacture of various beverages.


The remainder of the village duties were probably relegated to the women.  The preparation of hides, cooking, gathering of fruits, seeds, and nuts, and the weaving of basketry were a part of a woman’s tasks.  The making of the rabbitskin blanket may have been women’s work.  Women carried water, brought the hunter’s kills into camp, and they became the supply force for the men when they were engaged in a war with a distant band.  If necessary, the women might take up arms and go into battle alongside the men.  The women were granted the right to fish with the bow and arrow, but were apparently excluded from using fish nets.

TRANSPORTATION


Although there are some indications that the horse was used for transportation by the Coahuiltecans, its use was sporadic and almost exclusively confined to the westernmost Coahuiltecan bands.  Most of the Coahuiltecan bands used the horse as a source of food, but even this usage was limited.  Standard locomotion was on foot.  The Spanish accounts frequently contain remarks alluding to the running speed of the Indians and to their sheer physical stamina; a trip of thirty to forty miles was but a day’s journey.


Only one reference has been found which suggests that water travel may have occurred among the Coahuiltecan bands.  Castaneda reported that in 1520 Diego de Camargo was chased back to his ship by hundreds of Indians in canoes (dugouts).  Castaneda felt that Camargo was on the Rio Grande, but this location may be erroneous.  It is more likely that Camargo was on the Rio Soto la Marina, and the Indians of whom Castaneda speaks would be Huastecan.


In transporting items for trade, the cargo carrier was probably used.  Since large quantities of certain war materiel were necessary, the use of the cargo carrier by the women during wartime seems a justifiable hypothesis.  Use of the cargo carrier by men may have been limited, judging from Leon’s remark about berdaches.  He said that they carried their “buacal” without being bothered or ridiculed.

ECONOMIC CYCLE


As their villages were moved every few days the Coahuiltecans did not have sufficient time to completely exploit the local area.  Some minor indications in the literature suggest that they made a conscious effort to conserve the food supply whenever practicable.  A cyclic movement, alluded to in the various sources, seems to be supported archeologically, since there are a great number of sites in the area.  This cycle may have been seasonal and was probably correlated with the ripening of various fruits.  Cabeza de Vaca noted that the Avavare moved into the tuna area because the tunas were ripening.

A cyclic diet would accrue from a cyclic movement.  The white-winged dove is seasonal in appearance, as are ducks and geese.  Bison would be found, during the winter and early spring, somewhat south of their normal summer range.  The seasonal appearance of game would have had an important effect on the diet.  If the maturation times of various wild plants are considered, a cyclic diet is again indicated.  Tunas, mesquite beans, and various seeds could be found in the late spring and early summer.  Pecans and other nuts would become available during the fall.


The fact that the Coahuiltecans were said to fish when the food supply was at its lowest point is an important indication of a diet cycle.  During the winter months the Coahuiltecans used the roots of some of the plants whose fruits had been used the preceding summer.  A telling point is the specific statement that the Coahuiltecans were fat during the summer and gaunt during the winter.

THE CONCEPT OF PROPERTY


Coahuiltecan concepts of property were probably formalized, but owing to the lack of adequate data, a distorted, incomplete picture is obtained.  Analysis of the available data makes a reconstruction of some of the property concepts possible, and these concepts are considered to have been fundamentally similar throughout the Coahuiltecan area.


Communal property was apparently an important concept held by the Coahuiltecans.  The area through which the band ranged was regarded as their own, as mentioned previously.  This statement indicates that the band territory was the communal property of the band.  That the plants and animals of this area were considered communal property is supported to some extent by the fact that a hunter distributed the meat of a slain animal communally.  The hunter himself was not allowed to partake of the meat of an animal he had slain.


The hide of the slain animal always belonged to the hunter.  Thus, after the communal concept of property had been followed, the concept of private property was invoked.  Property rights were apparently held only by the men.  This idea may be seen in the behavior of men who divorced their wives.  A man took his property from his wife and threw her from the house.  The removal of the woman’s clothes and ornaments was probably a symbolic indication that the husband would no longer provide economic support for his wife.  Presumably private property included such items as tools, clothing, housing, ornaments, and the results of food-gathering.  Probably private ownership was extended to include songs and shamanistic practices.

INHERITENCE


An analysis of the Coahuiltecan kinship system indicates that the Coahuiltecans, in so far as can be ascertained, were patrilineal.  Patrilocal residence was common to all Coahuiltecan bands for which there are data, and presumably it was common throughout the Coahuiltecan area.  Since men seem to have been the sole possessors of property, the Coahuiltecans must have reckoned inheritance through the male line.  A new term has been devised to express this concept, patribery.  The term is derived from the Latin patri (father) and heres (heir).


Inherited property probably included the house and its contents, the rights and privileges of the deceased, and all the deceased’s belongings, except those ceremonially “killed” by interment with the body.  The only exception to this generalization was apparently the rights and privileges enjoyed by a chief.  Since the chieftainship was not a hereditary office, theoretically a chief’s son might never become chief.

THE EXCHANGE SYSTEM


Within Coahuiltecan society the exchange of gifts took place frequently, and gifts varied with the occasion.  When a man married, he was expected to make a generous gift to the parents of the girl.  Such gifts included meat, hides, fruits, weapons, guns, powder, horses, and beads.  The last four items were apparently used as trade items only sporadically by the westernmost Coahuiltecan bands, and even then only after the beginning of the eighteenth centruy.  Gifts such as these had to be presented to the girl’s parents before permission to marry would be given.


Great destruction of property or goods was absent in Coahuiltecan social life.  Apparently some items were destroyed as previously mentioned, but such destruction was not allowed to reach the extent that it did among some groups of the Northwest Pacific Coast.  The head of a deer, deemed valuable for successful hunting, was burned with some arrows one year after a person’s death.


Of all the varied aspects of the Coahuiltecan economic system, trade is the least known.  There is scarcely a statement on the amount of trade between bands in the Spanish accounts.  A few generalizations have been attempted on the basis of the few statements which are available.


The most direct indication of the extent and amount of trade comes from the account of Cabeza de Vaca.  Trade between Coahuiltecans seems to have been present, but evidently the ferocity with which these bands greeted trespassers placed a definite restraint on the amount of trade.  Items which seem to have been traded included peyote, bows, arrows, wood, shell, flint, and apparently pottery.


At the time of first contact with the Spaniards, the Coahuiltecans were friendly, and a lively trade seems to have occurred.  After the settlement of this region, the amount of trade between the Spaniards and Coahuiltecans seems to have diminished while inter-band trade built up beyond its aboriginal or prehistoric level.  A number of the alliances and friendships of some of the Coahuiltecan bands may have begun at this time, and such alliances may have had an economic motivation.

THE ECONOMIC IMPORTANCE OF GOVERNMENT AND RELIGION


Apparently no economic compensation was granted to an individual for his services as chief.  The position of chief was an honorary one to some extent, and he was selected from the most valiant and daring of the warriors.  The chief was required to show his courage and bravery in every battle, but when he failed to show the requisite fortitude, any other warrior with the necessary qualifications could challenge him to a duel.  If the challenger was successful in the duel, he could assume the position of chief.


If the chief was slain on the battlefield, the most daring and skillful warrior took his place, but the manner of selection is not known.  The duties of the chief revolved around the warfare activities of the band, and he was apparently required to hunt for his own food.  The individual who became chief of a band-cluster (a group of bands related linguistically and culturally) was probably rewarded with increased prestige, but not rewarded economically.


No elaborate religious pattern was present in Coahuiltecan culture.  Although there are references to religious beliefs, there is no mention of native priests, temples, or altars in the Spanish documents.  The religious pattern centered around the activities of shamans.  Whether the shaman was a full-time or part-time specialist is not definitely known, but he apparently did receive some sort of compensation for his services.  Such compensation was made in the form of articles normally used in trade.  Apparently such compensation was not sufficient to sustain the shaman and his family for a full year, and probably the shaman hunted and fished as did the other members of the band.


The only elaborate ceremony in Coahuiltecan culture was the mitote, and this ceremony was significantly associated with the economic system.  This celebration was held to commemorate special events of the year.  Dancing and singing which characterized the mitote lasted from sunset to the following morning presumably sunrise.  The mitote was the major integrative force of Coahuiltecan culture.

ECONOMIC SIGNIFICANCE OF THE MITOTE


A mitote called for considerable economic activity on the part of the host.  As mentioned previously, an inter-band mitote was apparently associated with communal hunting.  Great quantities of food were gathered beforehand.  Animals were hunted; fruits and seeds were gathered in preparation for the great event.  Peyote, an important feature of the mitote ceremony, was collected in secret, or traded for in case of an insufficient supply in the immediate area.  This commodity was traded on an inter-band basis.


During the ceremony, food, drink, and peyote were provided to all the guests.  At the end of the celebration on the following morning, the host prepared gifts of food and hides for each guest to take home with him.


Several facets of the economic system can be seen within the structure of the mitote.  Subsistence patterns were basic for the presentation of the ceremony.  The host had to provide food for many people, and occasionally as many as 500 people attended a mitote.  This high figure was probably associated with an inter-band mitote, rather than a mitote attended by the members of the band.


Occasionally trade became an integral part of the ceremony, and it may have had an important correlation with peace-making activities.  Gift exchange was an important part of the ceremony, as indicated by the furnishing of food and drink to the guests, and later by the presentation of gifts to departing guests.

WEALTH AND PRESTIGE


From the material which has been examined, a concept of wealth based upon the accumulation of goods was obviously foreign to Coahuiltecan culture.  The concept of wealth which was present, if present in any formalized form, was probably oriented more toward the distribution of goods as an expression of wealth, although not to the extent found among other tribes of North America.


Prestige was obtained through valiant exploits on the field of battle.  Skill and valor led to the chieftainship.  The position of chief was a recognition of the individual’s prestige gained through warfare.  There are allusions which indicate that a hunter was respected for his ability and was able to derive some prestige through his hunting exploits.  The man who directed a successful mitote was apparently accorded some measure of prestige in recognition of his efforts.  Shamans were apparently highly regarded, which may be an indication of prestige derived from their activities.  Alternative systems of acquiring prestige made it possible for an individual to gain recognition from the group, if he did not attain the expected prestige on the field of battle. 

POPULATION INFLUENCES ON ECONOMICS


The influence of the population on Coahuiltecan economics is indicated through the population density figures, which show a possible overpopulation of the area.  If the evidence is examined, overpopulation is more strongly indicated.  The more favorable areas of Tamaulipas were occupied by over 100 bands.  Zamorra listed 161 bands in northern Nuevo Leon.  Zamorra placed 71 of these bands within ten to twelve leagues of Cerralvo.  For nomadic groups such concentrations of population are remarkable.  While it is difficult to prove the existence of overpopulation, the indications are clear that the Coahuiltecan area was overpopulated.

Economically, overpopulation would cause a considerable drain on the available food supply, and might have led to war.  It might be noted that trespassing on band territory was a universal motive for war among the Coahuiltecan peoples.  The entrance of the Spaniards, along with new, foreign Indian groups, probably made the situation more critical, which could account for the ferocity with which the Coahuiltecan greeted the Spaniards.  With choice locations being selected by the Spaniards as townsites, the Coahuiltecans were displaced into less favorable areas.  This displacement, coupled with the resultant strain on the available food supply, plus the entrance of new Indian groups, seems to have been one of the fundamental reasons for the rapid missionization of the Coahuiltecans.  As the Indians entered the missions and learned agricultural techniques, the population pressure on the environment was relieved.  The entrance of the Coahuiltecans into mission life brought them into close contact with the Spanish culture, and their own was rapidly forgotten.  These factors help to explain the rapid disappearance of the Coahuiltecan peoples.

CONCLUSION


The Coahuiltecans were able to make a satisfactory and workable adjustment to their environment.  Their technology was developed to the point where they could cope with the natural environment and provide themselves with food, clothing and shelter.  Trade was developed so that a band could obtain materials which were not present in their own locality.


Since they were engaged in a never-ending search for food, they did not see fit to place emphasis upon the accumulation of goods.  Instead, they felt that the community should benefit from the endeavors of all the band members.  Food obtained through hunting was distributed to all the band members in accordance with this concept, but a prestige system was formed so that the community might reward and recognize individual efforts.


Although the pressure from overpopulation might have caused some degree of friction between various bands, these difficulties were not allowed to interfere with their search for food.  Friction led to war, but the attacking band always made sure that a sufficient supply of food was available for several days.  Foods not used by modern societies were found to have nutritive value, and the Coahuiltecans did not show any hesitance in using them.


The environment placed a limitation on the development of Coahuiltecan culture.  This limiting factor can be seen in both the religious and governmental patterns.  Lack of an abundant food supply made a nomadic life necessary, since agriculture was absent.  These factors made the development of an elaborate religious pattern workable.  The same factors made the development of an elaborate governmental organization impossible, since the available food supply limited the size of the local group.  The environment also placed a limitation on the development of Coahuiltecan technology, which in turn inhibited the expansion of the economic system.


Coahuiltecan culture itself placed controls over the environment, in that certain things should be used and others should not be used.  Thus, Coahuiltecan culture both influenced and was influenced by the environment.  The Coahuiltecan economic system shows that culture may be limited by the environment, but that the environment does not necessarily determine culture.


