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Preface

This account of the archaeology of the southern part of the Sheyenne
River Valley in eastern North Dakota is based largely on work performed
by one or both authors, and also by archaeologists from an earlier day
who worked sporadically in the Sheyenne Bend. We acknowledge the
earlier field studies of W.D. Strong, Elden Johnson, Rain Vehik, and
Cherie Haury-Artz. We note especially the work of Fred Schneider, who
initiated interest in several hamlet-size settlements enclosed by dry moats
or ditches in the Sheyenne and Maple River regions. Garry Running dis-
covered very old, buried archaeological deposits exposed in industrial cuts
into Sheyenne delta in the 1990s. Important work was also conducted by
Rinita Dalan, who began remote sensing at several important sites dis-
cussed here, adding to our understanding of larger portions of sites than
were available from excavations.

The two authors of this volume have spent over 20 field seasons of
study in the Sheyenne Bend area of North Dakota. Some of this work was
reconnaissance, that is, looking for places of archaeological interest; some
of it was excavation, or the intensive study of a single archaeological site.
The result is uneven, and some places are better known than others, since
sites in those places were quite rich. Other areas are less well understood,
either because no work has yet been undertaken, or nothing was found
there, or what was found was an impoverished remnant of the past. Yet
even if the record we present here is spotty, it is worth remembering that
without the archaeological record, we would know far less than we do.

Archaeological fieldwork, the basis for this book, is highly enjoyable,
but unavoidably messy. It’s not only the rain, or the heat, or the insects
that interfere with the tidy plans laid out in ofhces and labs for how held
projects are supposed to proceed. Not knowing what might be found,
how it will be scattered through the soil, what won’t be there that was
expected, and what will be there that wasn’t—all these normally mean that
projects take us two steps forward and one step sideways.

Keep in mind that the site descriptions and discussions that follow are
presently our best estimate of what these materials mean, but they will
undoubtedly be modified by future work. Besides this, these labors were
not completed as part of any long-term, well-funded, and thought-out
research program. Some of this was done as part of field school exercises
at our university, with the belief that it was a waste of time and effort to



teach students archaeology by having them dig at pretend archaeological
sites, when there were actual cultural deposits that would otherwise be
lost to some damaging impact. Some of this was done as part of cultural
resource management projects, required by law prior to the destruction
of cultural sites by needed construction or development projects. Other
work was done at the request of state or federal agencies. For this reason,
some of the work described here was completed in well-funded projects,
while some was done with little in the way of funding. Sometimes, even
without enough money to do everything we would have liked, it was
necessary to excavate at a site simply because it was being destroyed, and
any study at all, however poorly funded, was better than nothing.

Throughout we use the term Native American, indigenous peoples,
and American Indian interchangeably. We hope that this is not offensive
to any reader. Our experience interacting with native students, and with
native consultants whose advice was asked prior to many of the proj-
ects reported here, usually referred to themselves as Indians. On the other
hand, we are aware that not everyone feels the same about this issue.
Given the history of oppression and discrimination that Native American
peoples have faced over the centuries, we understand that it is not always
possible to satisty the feelings of all those whose past is touched on here.
If we knew the term of reference that would satisty everyone, we would
certainly use it.

On a related matter, there has been a field tradition among archaeolo-
gists of excavating indigenous burial sites in North America, including in
the Sheyenne Valley. Native peoples have been active for many years in
opposing this intrusion into ancient burials by archaeologists and physical
anthropologists. Such projects mostly came to an end in the 1970s, at least
in this part of the country, although occasionally the imminent destruc-
tion of a prehistoric burial will still require excavation and removal of
human remains. Today, though, this is done under the direction of Native
authorities and the burials are re-interred on reservation land. None of the
work done in the Sheyenne Bend by the two of us involved burial exca-
vations. However, some of the materials used in interpretations offered
here did come from burial sites. Out of respect for the dead, and for the
descendent communities, we do not illustrate any human remains from
the prehistoric sites discussed here, nor will we present pictures of any of
the excavations conducted into burial sites. We also note that disturbing
burial mounds in North Dakota is against the law, whether they are on
private or public land. They are to be treated the same as cemeteries.
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Archaeological sites may be on public land or on private property. In
either case removing artifacts from a site requires the permission of the
property owner, or the appropriate government agency. Archaeologists
discourage unregulated collection of artifacts, even if private landowners
agree to allow it, for the simple reason that private artifact collecting dis-
turbs a site and erodes the remaining evidence of the past. Over time, the
collection of artifacts, even from a disturbed surface site, makes it less and
less likely that the site, if ever recorded by an archaeologist, will retain
any potential for a proper interpretation. Of course, many farmers pick
up artifacts in their fields during the course of planting, cultivating and
harvesting. This normal practice is different from the intensive collecting
activity of the “artifact hunter.” Most farmers that we have met in our
research have been generous in showing us their collections and pointing
out where they were found. From this, a good deal of archaeological
information has come to light. Also, some collectors carefully record what
they find, and are willing to share their finds with archaeologists, allowing
us to photograph and record the find locations of their collections. As the
reader will see later in these pages, some of these private collections have
been instrumental in the interpretation of certain periods in Sheyenne
Bend prehistory.

In what follows here there are descriptions of stone artifacts and pot-
tery sherds that may be confusing, or difhcult to visualize. We have tried
to provide explanations for the terms used in these descriptions when they
are introduced, but we realize that these may be hard to keep in mind
throughout the text. We hope that the overviews and discussion sections
at the beginning and end of the main chapters will alleviate this problem,
and give the reader a broad understanding of the importance of the finds
reported here. We also understand that for some readers, archaeology
brings to mind pyramids, temples, palaces, gold and silver art objects, and
buried cities. In some places that is what archaeologists have to deal with,
but in our study domain, there are bits and pieces of ancient life left by
people who are entirely unknown by the general public. Here, we try
to bring to our audience some small appreciation of these people, who
have been forgotten by society at large. They, too, have a story to tell,
and the fragments from the ground that we present here, when carefully
interpreted, make up a chapter in that story.

The indigenous peoples who once lived in the Sheyenne Bend—
whether they were Dakota, Cheyenne, Hidatsa, or some other, have
stories about their past handed down through the generations. These sto-
ries have historical content and significance, and readers may expect that
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they will be recounted here as a complement to the archaeological record.
In this regard, we must disappoint any such expectation. This volume
is offered as an archaeology of the Sheyenne Bend. We believe that the
traditional history of the land is best left in the hands of Native scholars
and elders. Perhaps they will be able to take what we offer here and make
use of it in combination with their own interpretations of the past. As we
see it, our job was to take what the earth offered to us and make sense
of it as one version of this region’s past. We hope we have achieved that
modest goal.

For all we have learned about the Sheyenne Bend, there is much that
we do not understand, and we hope that future archaeologists will re-
turn to this intriguing region to continue uncovering the prehistoric past,
which annually diminishes under the impact of natural forces and human
activity. We leave it to those who succeed us to carry on, to correct our
mistakes, and to add to our collective understanding of this fascinating
past.






Figure 1. North Dakota showing the Sheyenne River Bend. Insert shows map
area in the State of North Dakota. Northern extension of the outlined area in-
cludes the Maple River Bend.



Chapter 1

Introduction

The Sheyenne Bend region is the southernmost portion of the Sheyenne
Valley, and is almost entirely within Ransom County. The Sheyenne itself
is the longest of all the rivers encompassed entirely within North Dakota,
being somewhat over 500 miles in length. It originates in central North
Dakota to the southwest of the Devils Lake basin. Following a ragged
course mostly eastward, the river turns south near McVille, from there
flowing through Valley City in Barnes County, and the town of Fort
Ransom in Ransom County. The river runs southeast from Fort Ransom
to Lisbon, where it describes a dramatic “elbow” south and east of the city.
Then it meanders east, and from the vicinity of Kindred begins a north-
easterly course, eventually joining the Red River north of Fargo. It is just
north of Fort Ransom that we define the western edge of the Sheyenne
Bend area, since from here the river begins a great and zig-zagging curve
south and east. We identify the eastern edge of the Sheyenne Bend where
the river begins its northward course near Kindred, cutting through the
Lake Agassiz lowlands (Figure 1).

This is a roughly defined study area, since we here include a portion
of the Maple River Valley as well. This tributary stream follows a course
like that of the Sheyenne about ten miles to the north, and describing a
smaller, but similar bend. Overall, the entire Bend region as we define it
here comprises roughly 400 mi?, mostly in Ransom, but with small por-
tions of Cass and Richland counties as well.

The Sheyenne gets its name from the Dakota language. It means the
river where the Cheyenne people planted their gardens. In the name of
the river itself we have a hint of its human history, since the name is
Dakota in origin, and the reference is to the Cheyenne people. In fact, as
we will explain later, the place where the Dakota meant to indicate the
Cheyenne planted their fields was about in the middle of the Sheyenne
Bend, near the southernmost part of the region. But there were other
peoples as well. Some, who lived there before the European intrusion and
settlement, we know by name; and they appear in historical documents
as the Cheyenne and Yanktonai Dakota. Others have oral traditions of
having lived here, such as the Hidatsa, although they are more commonly
associated with the northern part of the Valley around Devils Lake. There



are still many more who preceded these peoples whose names we cannot
say since they are lost to history, but their presence is revealed nonetheless
by the testimony of the spade.

While the Sheyenne River is in North Dakota, the boundaries of the
state have no relevance to the prehistoric past. It is more appropriate in
archaeological terms to refer to our region as part of the North American
Plains. In this case, we may further delineate our study area as a sub-re-
gion of the Great Plains known as the Northeastern Plains. This is an
area that encompasses several major river valleys besides the Sheyenne:
the Assiniboine, James, Red, Souris, Big Sioux, Des Moines, and Minne-
sota rivers. While our attention here is on the Sheyenne, we will need to
occasionally refer to finds made in these other areas, which in prehistory
were interrelated to the events and cultural processes occurring in the
Sheyenne Valley.

The history of this region stretches back in time thousands of years.
For some this may seem a strange claim, since most people think of re-
gional history as the period beginning with Lewis and Clark in the early
1800s, or the visit of La Verendrye to the villages of the Missouri River
peoples in the 1730s. But the Missouri River peoples, the Mandan, the
Hidatsa and their southern neighbors, the Arikara, now known as the
Three Afhliated Tribes, had by the time of the first European explorers
a very deep past that extended back hundreds of years. And besides the
peoples of the Missouri River, there were the many other cultures on the
Northern Plains; Lakota, Cheyenne, Arapahoe, Blackfoot, Cree, Crow,
Yanktonai, Yankton and Sisseton, Assiniboine, and Plains Ojibwa. Here,
we hope to make a contribution to understanding the ancestors of at least
some of these people.

Part of the problem with discussing history is that different people use
the term in different ways. For some, history is the documented account
of past times, and by documented they normally mean through written
records such as journals of explorers, government records, newspaper sto-
ries, letters from the frontier and the like. If we expand our conception of
history to include other types of evidence, such as traditional narratives
or oral “history,” the past becomes filled with new stories and different
perspectives. Every people on the Northeastern Plains had their own
traditions, often handed down by word of mouth. Sometimes these oral
histories were supplemented with Winter Counts, normally paintings on
buffalo hides in which a figure represented a mnemonic aid, reminding
the storyteller about an important event that was tied to the full narrative
for that year. Sometimes traditional accounts are as accurate as ofhcial



Figure 2. Pyramid Hill, Fort Ransom. This natural hill was mistaken by some
as manmade and evidence of an ancient culture. The Viking statue atop the hill
reflects the regional belief that Norse explorers lived in this area prior to the arrival
of Columbus. Here is a reflection of two separate versions of ancient times in the
Sheyenne Bend, neither of which have archaeological substance.

(written) histories. Other times they may confuse. Ruth Landes (1968:20-
21). recorded an origin story claiming that the Dakota came on four great
arks across the ocean and moved westward. Howard (1984:37-39) re-
counts origin stories of the Canadian Sioux, mostly Santee, that some of
the Sioux originated around Quebec 400-500 years ago, then helped the
English defeat the French, moved to Ohio and eventually to Minnesota.
A standard tradition among the Dakota is that their origin was around
Mille Lacs, in central Minnesota, but a recent controversy arose when a
claim was made that the Dakota originated near the juncture of the Mis-
sissippi and Minnesota Rivers around present-day St. Paul (Dahlheimer
2003; National Park Service 2006). Recounting traditional origin sto-
ries among the Mandan, Fenn (2015) describes two versions of Mandan
beginnings. One involves a migration from the Gulf of Mexico up the
Mississippi River eventually ending on the Missouri in North Dakota. A
second tradition recounts the creation of the Mandan in the region where
they lived in the Historic Period, with no migration. Using traditional
stories to track ethnic history is often difficult and filled with missteps,
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particularly for outsiders. Our feeling is that these accounts are best pre-
sented by Native insiders who have a deeper appreciation for the cultural
meaning and religious significance of these various origin stories.

The most unusual tale of the regional past in the Sheyenne Bend re-
gion is about pre-Columbian Scandinavian explorers. The story is at once
demonstrably false and obviously ethnocentric. It is a narrative centering
around a popular regional idea that medieval Norse explorers traveled
through and used this land hundreds of years before the French, the
English, or the Americans. This notion traces back to the Kensington
Runestone, discovered in Minnesota’s Douglas County in 1898, an area
of heavy Scandinavian settlement. Although the Kensington Stone is re-
garded as a fake by scholars—linguists, historians, archaeologists—many
local enthusiasts still regard it and other finds from the Minnesota-North
Dakota region as authentic proof of a pre-Columbian Norse presence.
Boulders with holes drilled in them, including some in the Bend region,
have been called “mooring stones” and attributed to Norse sailors who
used them to moor their boats, although more recently they have been
re-identified as Norse property markers. In Fort Ransom, a large, pyra-
mid-shaped hill is believed by some to have been, perhaps, related to this
Norse visit. On top of the hill today is the statue of a Viking, complete
with horned helmet and sword (Figure 2). Unrelated to the “Viking”
story, others have suggested that the pyramid, along with a petroglyph
covered rock near old Fort Ransom, were the work of a people known
as “Tewaukonians” who lived here 5,000-9,000 years ago (Thorfinnson
1975:19-22). This sounds very much like long-discredited nineteenth
century notions of a lost race of “civilized” peoples who lived in America
before the arrival of the American Indians. How widespread this partic-
ular notion is today we cannot say, but it was clearly in circulation when
our archaeological studies of the Bend region began.

There are also histories based on various types of scientific and scholarly
methods. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries many anthropologists
compared shared cultural traits found among different Native American
groups which they reasoned could only have come about as a result of
contact and interaction between different peoples in past times. This pro-
cess of contact between peoples and the associated sharing of features is
known in anthropology as diffusion, and although diffusion studies do
not provide a continuous narrative of what happened in the past, they do
illustrate past episodes of interaction between peoples, and in that sense,
are of historical significance. More recently, genetics has been used to



determine the spread of human populations around the globe, although
this sort of study requires the analysis of human remains, something that
is often unacceptable to contemporary American Indian groups.

Oral history and traditions, genetics and diffusion are not, however,
the subject of this book. Here we take a different approach to the past—not
the same as the historian or ethnographer, and different from oral tradi-
tion as well. We offer a narrative of the past in the Sheyenne Bend focused
on the “archaeological past;” that is, a past based on physical evidence left
in the ground by earlier cultures. Archaeology is a way of making sense
of all these objects found in the ground and left by past peoples. For the
archaeologist, history, or the past, encompasses a great deal more than
the written record. Our focus in this volume, therefore, will be on this
physical evidence in the soil, the raw material of archaeology. Sometimes
this archaeological record dovetails with historical accounts, or with oral
traditions. Sometimes it does not. Our intent is not to offer archaeology
as a superior point of view, but as another way of learning about the past
using evidence not taken up by other approaches. Archaeology has its
shortcomings. Seldom do we know the names of the people we deal with
in the distant past. It is one of the reasons for referring to much of the
archaeological past as prehistory. Some people take offense at this term,
arguing that it diminishes the past of the people who lived then. Nothing
could be more mistaken. In fact, without archaeology we would frankly
not even know the existence of many periods in the ancient past, nor
would we know anything about the people who lived then.

It is true that archaeologists rarely know the actual names of the people
they study; we are forced by the scanty evidence available to refer to them
by the artifacts they made. So, sometimes we discuss the people who made
such-and-such artifacts as, for example, Sandy Lake peoples, who made
that particular type of pottery known as Sandy Lake ware. Or we call
Northeastern Plains Villagers the people who lived in the small villages
and hamlets in eastern Dakota known to archaeologists as the North-
eastern Plains Village culture. If we knew the names of these peoples, we
would certainly use them. Sometimes it’s possible to connect an archae-
ological “culture” with a modern group. This has been done with the
people who lived in the large villages along the Missouri River in North
Dakota: the Mandan and Hidatsa. We can link the Cheyenne people with
at least one site in the Sheyenne River Valley, and we believe there is
pretty good evidence that some group of the Dakota used our study area
in prehistoric times as well. Unfortunately, with most prehistoric sites and
cultures it is simply not clear which modern group to associate with them.



So, archaeology makes use of cultural remnants in the soil to help us
understand the past. In so doing, it also provides a means of taking us far
back into the distant past; thousands of years ago, to the time of the Ice
Age itself. Archaeology helps us understand how cultures changed over
extended periods of time, time spans that dwarf the written records. Aside
from this, archaeology is a very democratic study. Since it is concerned
with the debris left behind by past peoples, archaeology studies everyone
who created garbage: powerful and poor, people in populous towns and
cities, or sparsely settled hunters.

Archaeologists often refer to periods in the past not as “history,” but
as culture-history. This is because what we find in the archaeological re-
mains are bits and pieces of past life-ways, or cultures. Implements of
stone, bone, or fired clay are a fraction of a past technology. The ecofacts,
or natural objects found at sites, tell us something about the subsistence
habits of ancient people. The distribution of sites over the landscape re-
flects past preferences for where to live, while the presence of mounds
and earthworks is an indicator of people’s ceremonial habits. When we
find evidence of house structures we learn about their architecture, while
the presence of fortifications gives us a pretty good idea that warfare
was practiced on a scale large enough to require special structures for
protection. All of these—technology, subsistence, patterns of settlement,
ceremonialism, conflict—are elements or sub-parts of larger cultures, or
ways of life. As we mentioned, the archaeological record does not inform
us about everything of interest of past cultures, but we take what we can
get. We trace the presence or absence of cultural elements in the archae-
ological record, and how they changed through time. Thus, the preferred
term for archaeological reconstructions of the past is culture-history to
distinguish it from the history garnered from written records.

We feel that the Sheyenne Bend has a significant part to play in a
fuller understanding of Great Plains prehistory. In a technical sense, the
Bend region is part of the so-called Prairie-Plains. This means it was part
of the North American Grassland, but received more rainfall, and had a
more abundant vegetation cover than the High Plains farther west. The
Sheyenne Valley is also near the Eastern Woodland borderlands, and has
clearly been influenced by multiple cultural impulses from that direction.
Even so, the Bend is a grassland environment, and sustains a Plains flora
and fauna.

Over the entire course of prehistory, the Plains illustrates a fundamental
continuity in lifestyle: one focused on large game hunting, mostly bison,
small game hunting and trapping, gathering wild plants, and eventually,
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in some areas, household-level farming (Wood 1998). The engagement
in this combination of subsistence activities varied over space and time
on the Plains, since various resources were more abundant in some areas
than in others, or were enhanced or diminished over time. This temporal
variability was due in part to the fluctuations in climate that influenced
the grasslands of the North American interior. Climatic changes were
prominent on the Great Plains. As the glaciers retreated at the end of
the Ice Age, the climate warmed and grasslands spread. Eventually, arid
conditions characterized much of the Plains, this being the case sporadi-
cally from about 8000-5000 years ago. Then more mesic conditions were
established which continued into the Historic Period when European
traders and settlers intruded.

Sometime around AD 900 a warm period lasting until about 1300,
saw the spread of farming. This occurred in the major river valleys
extending into the Plains from the east and south. These river valleys
had been significant avenues of travel and locations for settlements from
the beginning of Plains prehistory, but by this later date, the wooded
river floodplains became the focus of garden plots managed by families
belonging to larger communities than were typical of earlier periods. Up
to this time almost all Plains settlements had been occupations of hunting-
gathering people, consisting, we believe, of families or small groups of
related families. Once domestic plants were added to the subsistence
routine settlements grew in size as more people could be sustained by
gardening or small-scale farming, and the longer-term occupations
probably encouraged somewhat larger families, since mobility tends to
discourage too many children. With small-scale farming, larger families,
and longer occupations, more substantial houses were used, and archaeol-
ogists begin at this time to speak of villages on the Plains. Naturally, these
villages were confined to the perimeters of the river valleys where the
forests along the river banks (gallery forests) provided lumber for houses
and floodplain soils for gardens. Archaeologists refer collectively to these
domestic-farming communities as the Plains Village cultures.

Bison hunting and gathering wild foods continued for these village
groups; however, their annual routine was changed to accommodate the
preparation and care of gardens, and of course, the harvesting of their
plantings. Since gardens produce far more than most patches of wild
plants not everything harvested could be used immediately. This led to
the development of storage facilities, often consisting of deep pits fea-
turing protective linings so that garden produce could be used during the
subsequent winter and spring seasons. During times when the gardens
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did not require attention, villagers would leave their settlements to travel
onto the grasslands to hunt the bison. In this way was born the life-style
archaeologists have long termed the “dual economy” of the Plains Vil-
lagers—domestic-scale farming and hunting/gathering, and the hunting
mostly involved bison. On the Great Plains these societies were known
from the Historic Period and included, among others, the Wichita and
related peoples on the Southern Plains, Pawnee and Omaha on the Cen-
tral Plains, and to the north and west, along the Missouri River in South
and North Dakota, the Arikara, the Mandan and the Hidatsa.

The dual economy villagers of the Plains have been much studied and
discussed in the archaeological literature; however, until recently there was
little to be said about such cultures on the Northeastern Plains. Southern
Minnesota and Northwest lowa did have Late Prehistoric expressions of
such adaptations, including the Cambria culture of the lower Minnesota
River Valley, and Oneota of southern Minnesota, parts of Nebraska,
Kansas and South Dakota. But for eastern North Dakota generally, and
the Sheyenne Bend in particular, the later portion of prehistoric times
was regarded simply as a continuing adaptation of sparsely settled hunter-
gatherers. In the 1960s a village culture was described in the James River
Valley, just west of the Bend region. It was named the Stutsman focus.
More work in that region since the 1970s expanded our understanding
of these village sites in eastern North Dakota. The work we describe here
for the Sheyenne Bend concludes with a description of sites discovered
to the east of the James Valley that illustrate a complex interplay between
Plains Villagers and the peoples and cultures of the Minnesota forest and
lake country.

The Sheyenne River valley in the Bend area is relatively well defined
with prominent bluffs bordering a broad, flat floodplain. Although mostly
agricultural today, remnants of woodland, which once covered the valley
floor, still survive. The Sheyenne Bend was chosen as the focus of this
volume because a lot of archaeological work was done here, and because
it is particularly rich in prehistoric sites reflecting different aspects of life
in ancient times. There are archaeological sites spanning over 8000 years
of North Dakota’s past, and places where ancient people hunted bison or
elk, others where they buried the dead and honored their ancestors, and
some where they lived in compact farming communities. In these pages
we hope to place the Sheyenne Bend within a broader framework of
Plains and Upper Midwest prehistory. For some time periods this will be
pretty easy, for others, not so much. Also, as we approach the later part of
the prehistoric period our vision of the past will come to be more focused
and complete. This is to be expected in the archaeological world, where
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older sites are sometimes more deeply buried and hidden from view, and
are more likely to have experienced the ravages of time. By the later pe-
riods we consider here it will be possible to remark on the presence of
known ethnic groups which were present in the Bend region, including
the Cheyenne, Dakota, and Hidatsa.

Our account begins with some background information about
regional prehistory, along with the natural environment, including de-
scriptions of the land and resources. Some of these were composed by
early European visitors in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Most
of the information for our presentation comes from archaeological work
done over the past century. Much of this work the authors conducted
from the 1980’ to the present, some of it was done by archaeologists
from the University of North Dakota and the State Historical Society of
North Dakota. The table below, along with Figure 3, is a rough outline of
the culture history of the Bend region based on the evidence we present
here. We feel this best represents the division of prehistoric time in the
Sheyenne Bend, but caution that it is not necessarily appropriate for all of
the Great Plains. We offer it here since the terms in the left-hand column
will be used repeatedly throughout this volume.

The dates that we offer in the text are mostly based on radiocarbon
assays. This dating method requires organic substances, such as charcoal,
wood, bone, and the like. Radiocarbon dating is based on the decay of
carbon-14, which diminishes by half every 5,730 years or so. We know
how much of this carbon isotope is present in the atmosphere today, and
in plants and animals, so if half as much is present in charcoal from a fire
hearth at an archaeological site, that fire probably burned around 5700
or so years ago. The method is very good, but not without its problems.
Sometimes dated samples are contaminated with younger or older mate-
rial, thus giving an inaccurate date. We try as much as possible to rely on
multiple radiocarbon dates rather than on single assays. Another problem
is that carbon-14 in the atmosphere is created by cosmic radiation, which
varies over time. For this reason, radiocarbon dates have been calibrated
to match calendar, or “real” years. Here, we use the CALIB-8.2 calibra-
tion for dates to give what we hope is a more accurate presentation of the
age of the sites and cultural complexes discussed in the text. We offer most
dates here in terms of standard calendar dates, or as years ago, rather than
quoting actual radiocarbon dates with one or two standard deviations. It
is important to remember that in archaeology, ages reckoned in years ago
are calculated from the year 1950 (when radiocarbon dating began). Our
dates in “years ago” should be understood to be years before 1950.
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Period Approximate Date Cultural Features
Northeastern | 800-300 years ago Settled, small villages,
Plains Village regular use of domesti-
(NEP) cates, widespread mound

burial

Late Prehistoric

900-300 years ago

Contemporaneous with
NEP Villages; little
evidence of villages or
domestic plants

Woodland

2,300-900 years ago

Limited use of domestic
plants, burial in mounds

begins, pottery

Archaic

8,500-2,200 years ago

Various wild resources,
notched and stemmed
points

Paleoindian

11,000-8,500 years ago

Use of megafauna
