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PALEO.INDIAMNS

Falzo-Indians were the sarliest peoples to inhabit
the Arnericas. Between thitty and eleven thon sand
¥ear s agn, stoall, highly mobils gronps of hurter -
fatherer s extended their hunting areas throngh cut
Beringia (the lardmass that joined $iberia and
Alaska) and into the Westarn Hemisphere. This
“bridging lardmnass” smergad dowly from beneath
the Bering 5ea as mole than nine million cabic
miles of glacial ice accnmmlated ower southerm
Alaska, Canada, Labrador and Gresnland . Abont
twenty to cightzen thomsnd years ago an im-
menss“ice dome” (the Laurentide glacier ) towerad
more than ome mils over present-day Hadson Bay.
Two lobes of ice spread southweard ower the sastem
edge of the Dakotas and desper into the Midwest
The Central and Sonthern Great Plains remained



unglaciated at this time, vet the mountains of
glacial ice to the north exerted pronounced influ-
ences upon the everyday lives of the Paleo-Indians
throughout the region.

Archeologists believe that Paleo-Indians ex-
panded into certain ice-free areas of North Amer-
ica’s interior, or along its coastal margins. The
timing of the arrival of Paleo-Indians in the Great

Plains and in North America, in general, is un-
der renewed investigation. Recent genetic studies
based on mitochondrial pwa suggest that a found-
ing population composed of four distinct genetic
lineages appeared in the Western Hemisphere
between thirty-seven and twenty-three thousand
vears before present (Br). It appears that all con-
temporary MNative Americans are descendants of
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these Paleo- Indian lineages, including the huantsr -
satherers who made their appearance in the Great
Flains eightzen thom sand vears ago or sarlier

During the last ke Age, the Great Plains was in-
habited by a diver se array of animnals including the
Colnrmbian marnm oth, sk oxen, carib o, horss
camel, tison, &l lom, wolf, arctic gromnd squir-
rels, arcte shrews and lemmings. Arcand .500
ep the Morthem Hemisphers began to warm and
the glaciers began to shrink. The ice over Morth
Arnerica essentially disappearsd by 500 2p. Mo-
saic comrmnities of plants and animals were 1e-
shuiffled and sorted into their characteristic zonal
pattamns of today. kany largs herbivorons and car-
mivoroms marnnals wersnrable to male the neces -
sar¥ shifts in diet, reproduction, and morphology
and became extinet betwesn 12,000 and 10,000 BB
Somne solentists have attribated the disappearancs
of rnany larger marnmals to the mperior predatory
abilities of the Faleo-Indians them selves. Thers is
little reason to belisve that Paleo-Indisn hunter -
satherers had any significart rols in thess glotal
animal extinctions mech extinctions had oconmed
margy times befors particnlarly during abmapt
shifts from colder glacial to warmer inter glacial
periods.

The most abundant physeal evidence for Pa-
leo-Indians in the Plains consists of a diversearmmay
of carefully mads chipped stone projectile points
that wers given geographical place-nameslike do-
vigz Goshen, Bolsorn, dMidland, Flaimwiew, Cody
Alberta, Hell Gap, Scottsbluff, and Eden Hunting
weapons were protably constracted from inter-
changeatle parts that were frequently repaired and
recyelad. Certain chipped stone points (2.0, Qo-
vis Folsom, and Goshen) were attached to short,
fletched “dart” shafts and thrown with the use of
a leverlike spear thrower or atlatl Paleo-Indian
flint doappers developed an estremely sfficient
eleven-step method for transforminga large flake
of high-quality stone intoa multipurposs catting
implemnent and, later. intoa Folsom point, two “ra -
zor blades” avd a “lathe"tool. Targer stone points
(z.g. Scottstluff, Hell Gap and Alberta) func-
tomed as thmsting spears for dispatching bison
that had besndriven into matral raps created by
parabolic and dunes, dsep gullies, or suowedrifts.
Faleo-Indian tocl kits also incnded chipped stone
tools required to skin ard batcher games srape
shkins and hides and fashion specialized tools and
component parts (sg., foreshafts, shaft straight-
eners, and delicats eved nesdles) of bone, antler
ivory, and wood.

One of the first docamentsd discoveriss of
Faleo-Indian stons tools found together with the
bones of extinet Ire Age animal sin Morth America
was made by H. T.Martin and T. B. Owertoniniges

near Bussell Springs Kansas A drmilar find was
made by George Mefrkin—a cowboy mabaral-
ist, and formner black slave—in 1908 near Folsorn,
IMew Madeo, But it was not untl Angast 29, 1er
that a fluted spear or "darf” point {Folsom) was
found by atcheolog stsamong the bones of sxtinet
bison (Bizen andguus) at Mofinkins Folsom site.
Faleontologists archeclogists, and anthrop ologists
wers called to inspect this find in its wndistrbed
context, and only then did the scientific commu-
nity agres that hureans had lived contemnporans-
om sly with these now-sxtinet animals at theend of
the last Tce Age.

These accidental finds sparked the initial eps-
tematic sudiss of the Paleo-Indisn pressnes in
the Morth American Great Plains. Inthe 19308
Clowis projectile points (dated 1,200-10,500 BR)
were found with the remaing of sxtinet ke Age
elephants (ammoths) and also bison near Jdo-
vig Mew Memico. Later Paleo-Indian ocenpations
(10, 000-8,800 2P, inclnding the Codycomplex on
the Morthern Plains and the Hrstview complex on
the Sothern Plaing featured 2 nnmber of chipped
stone projectils points. With the development of
radiocarbon dating in the 19505, 25 well as the ex-
cavation of "layer cales-like™ sites at Blackweater
Draw, Mew Mexico, and Hell Gap, Wioming, a1-
cheologists outlinesd the time frame for Paleo-In-
dian life in the Great Plains that is wsed today.

Paleo-Indians left a sant “trail™ thronghout
the Great Plaing. Geographer Vance Holliday has
sstirnated that archeclogists have fomnd ronghly
twio Paleo-Indian catmpsites for each cemtary of
their enrmently d ocumented 2.4 o0—psar-long stay
in the Grzat Plains. I the Southern High Plaing
this mneans that thersis one Paleo-Indian carnpsits
per G squars nilss (1753 square Mlometers). et
Faleo-Indian sitzs are shill being discoverad, in-
cluding campsites (zg, Wil Ion Montars; Lake
Io Morth Dakots; and Cattle Guard, Colorado),
animal kll sites (g, Wangh and Cooper sites in
Fansas), tool caches (2.0, Anmick, Montars; Reann,
Whporning: and Byan, Teas) and tool stone quar-
ries andfor worlcshops (eg. Alkali Cresk, MNorth
Diakoota, and Hanson, Wieorming ).

Researchers have also intensifisd their efforts to
revise and to reformulate their reconstmctions of
past eowironments and Faleo-Indian ifs. Archeolo-
gists had gemerally assmed that the Great Flaings
during the late glacial pericd mpported a wide-
spread boreal forest composed predominartly of
spruce tress, This sprace forestraconstractionis not
mupported by a fosdl record that is d omninatsd by
grazing and browdng marmmals. Also, paleoscolo-
fists nowe mugrgest that rnch, if oot 1 of the spruce
and pine pollen was not endemic and had achally
been deposited ower the Plains by westerly wind s,



Recent studies suggest that Paleo-Indian hunt-
er-gatherers, specifically Folsom people, lived
in small, multifamily groups. These groups or
hunting bands may have established from twelve
to thirty-six camps per yvear throughout an area
of more than fifty-two thonsand sguare miles
{slightly less than the area of North Dakota). Fol-
som-age projectile points have been found more
than three hundred miles (five hundred kilome-
ters) from their geological source. It appears that
Paleo-Indians quickly located sources for the high-
est-quality tool stone in the Plains, including Knife
River flint (western North Dakota), Niobrara jas-
per (Nebraska), and Edwards chert (Texas).

The Great Plains has played, and continues to
play, a central role in the study of Paleo-Indian
lifeways in the Western Hemisphere. Recent work
by Steve Holen (Nebraska State Museum) at mam-
moth death sites may push theinitial human occu-
pation of the Great Plains back to more than eigh-
teen thousand years ago. Such recent research also
suggests that the earliest Paleo-Indians may have
scavenged food from large mammal carcasses.
Archeologists are making use of refined radiocar-
bon dating methods and more dynamic views of
prehistoric technology to reassess the static Paleo-
Indian “culture histories® that once dominated
their thinking. Archeologists working in the Great
Plains have now begun to bring the faint outlines
of Paleo-Indian existence into better focus.

Alan | Osborn
University of Nebraska—Lincoln
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