
Pre-Colonial America (1491-1607) 

 
Indigenous America –  

• Prehistory 
• Native Americans 
• Indian Ecology 
• European Expansion 
• Native Contact with Europeans 

Prehistory –  

• When? 
o Last Glacial Period (c. 115,000-c.11,700 years ago) 

▪ Continental glaciers across North America and as far south as Illinois 
o Migration started 12,000-20,000 years ago  

• How? 
o Much of the world’s water supply stored in continental glaciers 

▪ Led to drop in sea levels 
o Land bridge formed between Asia and North America 

▪ “Bering Land Bridge” Theory 
▪ Native early ancestors crossed over 

o Inner edges of western (Cordilleran) and eastern (Laurentide) glacial sheets 
recede 

▪ Happens around 14,000 years ago 
o Ice-free corridor through Western Canada forms 
o Some may have travelled along the Pacific Coast 

▪ Less evidence for this theory of migration 
o Multiple-migrations model 

▪ Many academics suspect that Native American ancestors crossed Beringia 
in multiple migrations over a long span of time 

• Who? 
o Original settlers of North America (paleo-Indians) 

▪ Resided in the tundra  
▪ Roving, small bands of hunter-gatherers 
▪ Women gathered and men hunted 

o Early archaeological cultures 
▪ Folsom tradition 

• The Folsom site offered the first evidence for a “Pleistocene Man” 
• Notable for the spear points used to hunt bison 

▪ Clovis culture 



• The earliest known Paleoamerican culture in North America 
• Estimates date back 13,500-12,900 years ago 

o Found using carbon dating technology 
• Notable for the “Clovis points” used for spear hunting found at 

many Clovis sites 
o Fluting, or cutting shallow grooves in the spear heads, has 

only been found in the Americas  
• The Clovis-first consensus is now widely rejected by 

archaeologists  
o New scientific studies support a much older original date 

for paleo-Indian migrations 
o Monte Verde, an archaeological site in South America, was 

settled at least 12,800 years ago, before Clovis 
• Overkill hypothesis 

o Mass extinction in North America occurred 13,800 to 11,400 years ago 
o Some paleontologists contend that paleo-Indians hunted Pleistocene megafauna to 

extinction 
▪ If birth rates were near contemporary numbers, paleo-Indians could have 

numbered 10 million during the Pleistocene Epoch 
▪ Contested on the grounds that extinction was more likely due to climatic 

changes and that many non-game species vanished from the 
archaeological records around the same time 

• Agricultural Revolution (Neolithic) 
o Invention of farming 
o Arose almost simultaneously in Eastern and Western Hemispheres 
o Occurred in Mesoamerica about 10,000 years ago (Mann) 
o Mesoamerican crops 

▪ Maize was domesticated around 9,000 years ago  
• High caloric content 
• Easily stored and dried 
• Grows in warm and fertile climates 
• Product of conscious biological manipulation 

o First and “greatest” feat of genetic engineering 
• When was maize introduced to what is now the United States? 

o Circa 4000 years ago 
o First evidence of ancient maize found in Southwest US 
o Entered through the highland corridors of the Sierra Madre 

Mountains in Mexico 
o Maize with larger kernels was brought to the Pacific Coast 

2000 years later 
o How? 

▪ Two theories 



• A population migrated from Mexico to 
Southwest US and introduced maize to the 
new region 

• Exchange facilitated the trade of maize 
between adjacent tribes 

o Probably the likeliest occurrence 
o Impact 

▪ Hunter-gatherer societies in the Southwest 
transition to agriculture 

▪ Squash cultivation began c. 10,000 years ago 

Native Americans in the United States 

1) Shared Characteristics 
o Spiritual power imbued with aspects of nature pervaded every facet of indigenous 

society 
o Tied by kinship networks 

▪ Families follow matrilineal lines  
o Political power shared by women 
o Sexual and marital freedom 
o Children were given more freedom and tolerance 
o Shared property rights 
o Most mediums of communication were oral 
o Tribes maintained extensive relations, formal and hostile 
o Shared belief in animism 

▪ The belief that a living spirit exists in all animate and inanimate objects 
2) American Indians 

o Roughly 2 to 18 million indigenous peoples lived in the current day United States 
before Europeans arrived 

o Eastern Woodlands 

▪ Region stretched from Mississippi River to the Atlantic Ocean 

▪ Rich, fertile land 

▪ Farmers planted the Three Sisters 

▪ Clearing by fire 

• Shifting cultivation 

• Natives cultivate crops, harvest, and shift to another field 

• Farmers cut the forest, burn undergrowth, and plant seeds in 
nutrient-rich ashes 

• Forest is allowed to regrow and cycle renews 

▪ Eastern Agricultural Complex 

• Major cultural innovation 

• Agricultural Revolution gives rise to permanent settlements 

• Transition from mobile bands of hunter-gatherers 



• Rich, fertile soil and hand tools allow sufficient yields for 
permanent settlement 

• Women practiced agriculture and men hunted/fished 

▪ Early mound builders 
•  The Mound Builders 

o Four-thousand year old tradition 

o Characterized by the construction of large earthen mounds 

o Especially concentrated in the Ohio River Valley 

o Societies were hierarchical and highly organized  
• Ouachita mounds 

o Appear 5400 years ago in NE Louisiana 

• Poverty Point culture 

o Appear in 1500 BC in NE Louisiana 

• Adena culture  
o Built mounds, burial sites, and fortifications that appeared 

beginning in 600 BC 

o Mounds were constructed as tombs 

o Adena tobacco had hallucinogenic properties 

o The Adena “interaction sphere” was a cultural 
phenomenon that permeated much of native North America 

• Hopewell culture 

o Important sites found in Southern Ohio 

o Known for moundbuilding and trading across extensive 
networks 

o Vanished by 500 AD 

o Religious practices 
▪ Individuals achieved spiritual ecstasy by putting 

themselves into trances 

▪ Hereditary priesthood (shamans) 
▪ Mounds were used for rituals 

▪ Spread through most of the eastern U.S. in the early 
first century AD 

o Achieved cultural dominance like the Adena before them 

▪ Introduced monumental earthworks and agriculture 
to the rest of the North 

• Mississippian culture 

o Mound building culture that settled in the Mississippi River 
Valley 

o Origins date back to the late 1st millennium AD 

o Dominated by a few large polities 

o Cahokia 

▪ Indians settled in the American Bottom before 800 
AD 


