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Chapter 1
North America and 
Louisiana’s First Peoples
Ancient Hunters and Gatherers 
When did the first humans arrive 
in North America? There has been 
much debate over that question. 
For a long time, most scientists 
believed humans arrived about 
thirteen thousand to fifteen thousand years ago, or 
around 11,000 to 13,000 BCE. These dates made sense 
because more than fifteen thousand years ago, huge 
sheets of ice still covered much of Canada and the 
northern United States. In some places, the ice was 
thousands of feet thick! Scientists call this time the Ice 
Age. Much of the world’s water was frozen into ice. 
There was less water in the oceans than there is today. 
Some lands that are now under water were dry. That’s 

why dry land once connected Asia to 
North America. During the Ice Age, 
this dry land formed an area that 
scientists today call Beringia, or the 
Bering Land Bridge.

2

The Framing  
Question

Who were the first 
peoples to live in  
North America? 

Vocabulary

land bridge, n. a 
small strip of land 
that connects two 
large landmasses
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Early hunters followed a mammoth herd’s tracks in the snow. For a band of twenty-five  
to fifty hunter-gatherers, one mammoth provided a lot of food.
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tip of South America! People most likely were following herds of 

animals farther and farther into the continent.

Recently, though, scientists have found evidence that some 

settlers arrived earlier in North America by boat. This may have 

happened as far back as twenty thousand years ago, or around 

18,000 BCE. It is believed that these early sailors stayed close 

to the shoreline of the Pacific Ocean as they moved into North 

America. This would have allowed them to take advantage of the 

resources along the coast. These early settlers lived on the coast 

and apparently did not move very far into the Americas.

The Clovis Culture

Archaeologists call the first people to arrive 

in North America Paleo-Indians. Experts 

believe Paleo-Indians spread across North 

America in order to expand their hunting 

grounds. The earliest known civilization 

among the Paleo-Indian peoples is the 

Clovis culture, named for the spears with 

tips made of chipped stone. However, there 

is some debate about whether this group 

was in fact the first in North America. The 

Clovis people are believed to have been 

living in North America by 11,500 BCE. They eventually migrated 

to South America. The Clovis civilization hunted large Ice Age 

mammals such as mammoths and mastodons. They were also 

very mobile and likely traveled over hundreds of miles to kill their 

game. They hunted with atlatls, devices used to throw spears.  

Vocabulary

mammoth, n. a 
large, prehistoric 
elephant-like animal 
covered with hair

mastodon, n. a large, 
extinct elephant-like 
mammal

game, n. animals 
that are hunted

atlatl, n. a device 
used for throwing  
a spear
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The Clovis people developed several kinds of weapons and tools. 

They also used smaller knives and scrapers made of stone, bone, 

and ivory to butcher the animals for food and to prepare wild 

plant foods.

Evidence of the Clovis people has been found in New Mexico. The 

culture also has sites in Louisiana and other parts of the United 

States. There is evidence of them living in Mexico and Central 

and South America as well. Clovis artifacts have been discovered 

in eroded riverbanks and during construction projects. The vast 

Ice Age grasslands of places such as New Mexico were ideal 

spots for the large game that the Clovis people hunted. Artifacts 

unearthed by archaeologists tell us that the Clovis people were 

skilled hunters. They used spearpoints that featured advanced 

craftsmanship for the time. The design of Clovis spears was unique 

to them. In fact, the points got their name because they were first 

found near Clovis, New Mexico. The Clovis people attached their 

points to spear shafts to allow them to accurately hunt large game. 

But they did not only hunt large animals. Their prey also included 

deer, birds, and rabbits. They also ate fish together with the seeds, 

nuts, and other wild plants that they gathered.

Most of what we know about the Clovis people is based on their 

stone tools. Stone artifacts do not easily break down over time. 

The Clovis people made spearpoints and attached them to spear shafts for hunting.
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That’s why there is not much information about the clothes 

and shoes the Clovis people wore. Based on their findings, 

archaeologists have pieced together small bits of information about 

the Clovis culture. Archaeologists believe the Clovis people lived in 

shallow caves, which were safe, comfortable, and easily protected. 

They might have sometimes slept in tents made of animal skin.

The Folsom Culture

Scientists believe the Clovis culture evolved into the Folsom 

culture. This hunter-gatherer culture also had sites in New Mexico, 

throughout the Southwest, and across the Great Plains. Folsom sites 

have also been found in Colorado. The sites in Colorado are often 

found high in the mountains. Archaeologists believe that these 

sites were most likely used during the winter months, and when the 

weather warmed, people moved. People who lived at high altitudes 

would have fashioned heavy, insulated clothing to keep warm.

The Folsom civilization existed from about 9000 to 8000 BCE. The 

Folsom people used spearpoints like the Clovis. However, Folsom 

stone-working technology is different enough that archaeologists 

can tell Clovis and Folsom weapons apart. The Folsom spearpoints 

are smaller than Clovis points and were chipped differently. They 

were crafted with such skill that they look like they were made 

with machines. These spearpoints would also have been attached 

to spear shafts. The Folsom technology was different because this 

culture hunted different animals. 

Many of the larger animals that the Clovis people hunted had 

disappeared during the time of the Folsom culture. This was 
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Just like the Clovis people, the Folsom people were very mobile 

because of their hunting lifestyle. They most likely traveled large 

distances following the herds of giant bison during hunting 

season. Then they would have stayed in one place for part of the 

year. This temporary home would have had access to water, wood, 

and plants that could be gathered as a food source. While there 

is not any evidence that the Folsom culture had a sophisticated 

social structure, it is probable that there were certain people in the 

groups who made important decisions.

A Time of Change

As the climate warmed and large animals disappeared, the lifestyle 

of early Americans slowly changed. At first, cultures still consisted 

of small, mobile groups of hunter-gatherers. The groups that  

lived in North America between 8000 and 2000 BCE, during a  

time called the Archaic period, used tools made of stone and 

bone. But out of necessity, people began to rely more on  

hunting smaller animals. They also began eating more fruits  

and plants.

Around 2000 BCE, people began to grow their own food, no 

longer relying only on wild plants and animals. They also began 

living in one place. They built small villages of about fifteen to 

twenty houses. These homes were made of small trees that were 

placed in a circle and then were bent until they met at the top. 

Then, long pieces of bark covered the rounded structures. These 

small villages were usually built next to a water source. This 

provided access to fresh water, fish, and good soil for farming.
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Eventually, populations 

began to grow and 

domesticate plants. 

By studying artifacts 

of early cultures, 

archaeologists have 

found that some early 

peoples in America 

made stone tools to 

grind seeds and grains. 

This created a coarse flour that could be baked on a flat rock near 

a fire. They also began to make pottery and baskets. There is 

evidence that some early peoples cooked berries and plants with 

water in waterproof woven baskets. Historians believe that very 

hot stones were dropped into the baskets to quickly boil the water 

and cook the food. Food was also cooked over open fires and in 

roasting pits.

The discovery of agriculture happened at different times in 

different places. It is possible that the earliest farmers in the 

Southwest lived around 2000 BCE, whereas farming in the 

Southeast didn’t start until around 1200 BCE. Growing crops 

changed life for early peoples. With a reliable source of food, 

more people could live together in one place. Pottery and ceramic 

containers were created to cook, serve, and store food. 

Over generations, villages grew and became more common. 

Social structures became more complex. Trade networks began to 

develop over long distances. For example, people living in what is 

now Tennessee traded with people as far away as the Great Lakes 

Early Americans built structures like this one  
for shelter.
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region and the Gulf Coast area. Populations grew, and regional 

traditions and practices became more varied.

The Ancestral Pueblo

The Ancestral Pueblo lived from about 

100 to 1600 CE. This culture is known 

for its architectural innovations and 

community settlements. They were one 

of the first cultures in North America 

to heavily rely on agriculture. They also 

created unique pottery and underground 

ceremonial chambers.

The Ancestral Pueblo lived as cliff dwellers 

in the area called the Four Corners. This 

area is now where Arizona, New Mexico, 

Colorado, and Utah intersect. At first, like their ancestors, they 

focused on hunting game. They also gathered seeds, berries, and 

plants. Eventually, they began to plant crops near the streams in 

the valleys below the cliffs. The first Native people of the Americas 

to raise corn lived in Mexico about nine thousand years ago, or 

7000 BCE. Over time, different groups of people in the Americas, 

including the Ancestral Pueblo, added corn to the crops they 

raised. Because the Ancestral Pueblo raised crops for part of the 

year, they set up farming villages. In addition to corn, they grew 

beans and squash. Still, they continued to hunt and to gather wild 

plants for a long time. Women and girls had the job of raising 

crops and gathering wild plants. They made jars, bowls, and  

other containers out of clay to store food. They also wove baskets. 

Vocabulary

Pueblo, n. a group 
of Native American 
peoples who live 
in the American 
Southwest

cliff dweller, n. a 
person who lives 
on a rock ledge or 
cliff wall, such as 
a member of the 
Ancestral Pueblo 
people
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They cooked squash, corn, and beans over open fires. Men mostly 

hunted and traded.

As their population grew, the Ancestral 

Pueblo spread over a wide area in the 

Southwest. They began building villages in 

several different styles. They made some 

buildings with stone or adobe, which is 

made of clay. All of the buildings included places for sleeping and 

for storing food. The rooms where food was stored were filled 

with jars of beans and baskets of corn. Rooms were stacked on 

top of each other like apartment buildings under the overhanging 

cliffs. Ladders connected the different levels of the cliff dwellings. 

In the cliff dwellings, villagers went about their work. They wove 

clothing. They made sandals from strips of animal hide and yucca, 

The cliff dwellings were like small towns.

Vocabulary

adobe, n. a type 
of brick made from 
sun-dried clay
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a vegetable that grows in the Southwest. The structures also 

had places for meetings, religious ceremonies, and celebrations. 

Outdoor porches connected the living areas. One style of building 

was two or three stories high. The flat roof of one story formed the 

porch for the story above. The Ancestral Pueblo also built paths 

and trails to connect the settlements where they lived. With other 

groups, they traded pottery, woven goods, jewelry, and tools.

The Ancestral Pueblo were spread out over a large area. Because 

of this, some of their traditions and practices differed between 

the western part of the American Southwest and the eastern part. 

People in the west, for example, developed religious beliefs that 

focused on the importance of rain. They held rainmaking rituals 

throughout the growing seasons. People in the east, somewhat 

less dependent on rain for their farming, placed less emphasis 

on rainmaking.

The Ancestral Pueblo lived in the area of the Four Corners for 

hundreds of years. Then they suddenly abandoned the region and 

migrated west, east, and south. What happened? We may never 

know exactly what it was. Scientists have several ideas. Farming can 

be very hard. Plants need light, warmth, and water to grow. They 

also need minerals in the soil to be healthy. The Ancestral Pueblo 

people, living in a dry environment, could only farm in relatively 

damp areas along the streams. Over many years, they may have 

worn out the soil. The weather also may have changed. Without 

enough rainfall, it is difficult to grow food to eat. The animals used 

for food struggle to survive, too. Those who migrated built new 

communities along the Rio Grande and in present-day northern 

Mexico, and many of their descendants still live there today.
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The Mound Builders

Another early Native American group was 

the Mound Builders. They once lived near 

rivers in what is now the Midwest and the 

Southeast. Their way of life began about 

2,900 years ago, or 900 BCE. Like the Ancestral Pueblo, the Mound 

Builders were farmers. They grew corn, squash, and beans. Because 

they were farmers, the Mound Builders settled in one place. 

Because they raised so much food, they traded with other groups. 

They built roads, marketplaces, villages, and even some cities.

The Mound Builders’ villages stretched along the Mississippi 

River valley and were populated with thousands of people. Their 

villages spanned from the present-day states of Ohio, Wisconsin, 

and Minnesota to Louisiana and the southeastern United States. 

In fact, mound building has a long history, and even some hunter-

gatherer groups built them. The earliest known mounds were built 

in Louisiana around 3500 BCE.

The Mound Builders used baskets to collect dirt and heap it up 

into huge piles to form flat-topped mounds. The tallest mounds 

were several stories high! Archaeologists believe the mounds were 

used as tall platforms for the homes of important leaders and 

for religious buildings. It’s possible that they were also used for 

religious ceremonies and as meeting places. The buildings placed 

on top of the mounds were made of logs or posts covered in 

either mud and grass or a mixture of soil, clay, sand, and straw that 

dried into a cement-like material. Then a thatched roof of straw or 

grass was placed on top.

Vocabulary

mound, n. a large, 
rounded pile
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Some of the mounds were burial spots for especially honored 

leaders. Food, drink, and sometimes decorative items made of 

copper and clamshells were buried with the leader. The Mound 

Builders believed that a person who had died would need these 

things on their way to the afterlife. Like those of their ancestors, 

the tools of the Mound Builders were mostly made of bone, stone, 

and wood. Mound Builders made use of pottery to serve and 

store food. They wove baskets and carved canoes that were used 

for transportation along the rivers near where they settled. Their 

clothes were finely made using animal skins and plants.

The Mound Builders were divided into 

social ranks. The most important groups 

were the chiefs and the religious leaders, 

or shamans. These leaders held influence 

and power over territory that included the 

Some Mound Builders lived in villages such as this one, a reconstruction found in Tennessee. 

Vocabulary

shaman, n. a Native 
American leader 
who is believed to 
have special powers
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mound town, which served as the capital, and several farming 

villages. They made important decisions for the people who lived 

in their territory. The religion of the Mound Builders involved 

worshipping many gods, including the sun, moon, and mythical 

beings. Each capital town had a temple where ceremonies were 

held. Then, there was the common class. This group included 

the farmers and the people who constructed the mounds 

and buildings.

European explorers arrived in the 1500s CE. Over the next hundred 

years, Native peoples became involved in the European trade 

with the French, English, and Spanish, trading enslaved Native 

Americans and animal skins for guns, ammunition, and other 

European-made goods. This trade in Native slaves resulted in 

increased warfare between Native communities. Disease also 

swept through the South, leaving many dead in its wake. Surviving 

descendants of the Mound Builders became the Native American 

nations that today include the Creek, the Cherokee, the Choctaw, 

the Caddo, and the Seminoles. In the late 1600s, French explorers 

saw the last Mound Builder city in what is now Mississippi. It was 

ruled by a wealthy, powerful king. But by the early 1700s, this city 

was gone too, and the survivors joined the Creek nation.
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PRIMARY SOURCE: PETROGLYPHS FROM 
NEWSPAPER ROCK, UTAH
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Chapter 2
The Development of 
Indigenous Cultures in 
Louisiana
Prehistoric Louisiana What is 
meant when we use the word 
prehistoric? This term refers to 
the time before the written word. 
But there were many events 
that occurred before people 
began writing. So how do we know about them? We 
learn about prehistory in several ways. One way is by 
studying artifacts. Archaeologists dig up sites all over 
the world and find things from the past. These items are 
little hints about what happened during other times. 
Stone tools and pottery give us clues about how people 
made things, how they cooked food, and how they built 
their homes.

The Framing  
Question

Who were the first 
peoples to live in 
Louisiana?
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Poverty Point, located in northeast Louisiana, is one of the most significant  
Native American sites in North America.

LABB_G4_U5_Early Civilizations in North America_SR.indb   19LABB_G4_U5_Early Civilizations in North America_SR.indb   19 19/09/23   7:15 PM19/09/23   7:15 PM



20

Stone artifacts found in Louisiana show that the earliest people 

lived here at least 11,500 years ago, or around 9500 BCE. You have 

read about the Clovis people, who hunted large mastodons. It is 

likely that they were the first people to ever live in, or at least pass 

through, Louisiana. They were the ancestors of the people who, 

during the Archaic period, built the impressive Poverty Point site.

Poverty Point

Poverty Point is located in northeast Louisiana. The area came 

to be called Poverty Point long after the early Native people 

disappeared. It got this name because a cotton plantation called 

Poverty Point existed in the same place in the early nineteenth 

century. So while archaeologists refer to the Native Americans  

who lived there as the people of Poverty Point, it is not known 

how they referred to themselves. The people of Poverty Point lived 

in this area more than three thousand years 

ago, from 1700 to 1100 BCE. The settlement 

they built was the largest one of its time in 

what is now the United States. They created 

Louisiana’s first large city and lived there for 

about six hundred years.

These people were hunter-gatherers. They did not use their land  

to farm. But unlike other groups of hunter-gatherers, they 

stayed in one place all year because the 

environment provided plentiful food and 

other resources year-round. The Poverty 

Point site has several large earthen mounds 

and six semicircular ridges that cover 

Vocabulary

plantation, n. a 
large farm where 
cash crops are grown 
on behalf of the 
person who owns 
the land

Vocabulary

semicircular, adj. 
having the shape of 
half a circle
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about two square miles (5.2 km2). These 

mounds and ridges are the remains of the 

ancient city. It is believed that homes were 

built on the semicircular ridges and that 

they faced an open plaza.

Archaeologists think that the people of Poverty Point probably 

lived on the ridges. Items that would have been used all the 

time, such as pottery and tools, have been found along these 

higher areas. Earth ovens, or hearths and pits used to trap heat 

and cook food, have also been found here. It is estimated that 

the earthen mounds surrounding the ridges were made using 

thirty million basket loads of dirt. That would have been nearly 

forty thousand dump-truck loads! Recent archaeological finds 

indicate that the Poverty Point people built the largest of the 

mounds, Mound A, in only three months. The mounds may have 

been built for use in religious ceremonies. Mound A, for example, 

was built in the shape of a large bird with its wings expanded, 

and there is no indication that anyone ever lived atop it. Both 

the mounds and the homes on the ridges would have been 

directed toward the plaza, where some ceremonies were held 

and games were played. None of the mounds at Poverty Point 

are burial mounds.

Poverty Point is located on a back bayou of the Mississippi River. 

The area was full of small animals for hunting, as well as nuts, 

berries, and fish. The back channels and bayous as well as the 

Mississippi River offered a means of transportation and a way for 

the people of Poverty Point to interact with other groups. The 

location was also good for trade, and the people of Poverty Point 

Vocabulary

plaza, n. an open 
space near a 
community
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made use of a large trade network. Artifacts from as far away as 

the Great Lakes region have been found there. Like the people of 

the Clovis and Folsom cultures, the people of Poverty Point used 

spears and atlatls for hunting. These and other tools and weapons 

were often made of stone. In fact, many stone artifacts have been 

found at Poverty Point.

One great mystery about Poverty Point is 

how many of the raw materials got to the 

site. The lack of stone nearby was likely 

one of the few drawbacks to living in this 

region. Archaeologists think people may 

have brought more than seventy tons of 

stone from places as far as seven hundred miles (1,127 km) away. 

It’s not clear whether the people of the city brought it there 

themselves or traded for it. Similarly, copper and a soft stone 

known as soapstone, used for making stone bowls, made their 

way to Poverty Point from someplace else. Neither material was 

Poverty Point in Louisiana is now a World Heritage Site.

Vocabulary

raw material, n. a 
substance used in the 
primary production 
or manufacturing  
of goods
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naturally available near the site of Poverty Point. However, copper 

artifacts and many soapstone fragments have been found there.

As you have learned, people often used heated stones to cook 

their food during this time period, but the people of Poverty Point 

did not have easy access to stone. To get around this problem, 

they made round balls and other shapes out of a mixture of 

moist soil and clay. Then they dried out and hardened the objects 

over a fire. These objects are called cooking balls. When cooking 

a meal, the Poverty Point people heated these clay objects in 

underground ovens. They then either dropped the cooking balls 

into a basket or leather container filled with water, meats, and 

vegetables or placed them in 

the earthen oven with their 

food and covered it with soil. 

The food would then cook 

in the oven. Pottery and 

decorative items, including 

figurines, were also made 

using clay. The people of 

Poverty Point are known for 

the ornate clay and stone 

pendants and other jewelry 

that they made in the form of 

owls and geometric shapes.

Experts believe the people 

of Poverty Point did not have 

social divisions but rather were 

equal and had equal rights. 
The Mississippi River provided food and 
transportation for the people of Poverty Point.
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