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The Northeast

Seasoned Survivors

In the mornings, a thin crust of ice glazes the shallows of the Champlain Sea on the border of what is now northern New England. For the small groups of people who make their home here at the water’s edge—fishing, hunting birds, and harvesting crustaceans—it is the end of the warm season. The seasonal move will start soon.

Every fall they go inland, away from the glacial front and the impending harsh weather, following the birds and the migrating wildlife. They pack up the hides they use for shelter, their warm clothing, hunting and household gear, and with their children trek downstream along the large rivers that drain to the south and east. On the way they make mental notes of outcrops of rock suitable for toolmaking, and of animal trails and vegetation that point to food. There will be snow hare, deer, caribou, and beaver to sustain them on the journey.

The people winter in the sheltering forests of what is now southern New England, New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania. Around campfires, they tell stories and share information about their travels, planning for the summer, when they will return to the Champlain Sea.

On the way to the winter camps, they may have noticed the forests spreading northward, and the new kinds of plants that greet them. To the east is a large and windy grass plain with peat swamps and sometimes caribou and mastodons. Beyond that is the Atlantic, where those who decide to stay will discover fish, clams, and lobsters. Over a few lifetimes the ocean moves noticeably inland.

Exploration is serious business to these people, spread thin on a changing landscape. They take note of every useful thing, whether for the present or the future. They are sojourners in an uncertain time, and their children are likely to be the same, and probably their children’s children.
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Exploring the Unknown

Exploration of the Northeast was like settling islands in the Pacific—relying entirely on one’s own ingenuity. It would have been like Lewis and Clark without Sacagawea’s help. The first inhabitants created mental maps and ways of organizing knowledge about animals, landforms, vegetation, and sources of stone and other raw materials.

The rivers ran fast with melting ice, except in winter when the people could cross almost anywhere. The mountain slopes were deep in snow, covering the bedrock used to manufacture tools. Navigating the many ponds and swamps required circuitous travel. The newcomers found that gravel spreads, which absorbed the sun’s heat, were among the few dry places to camp.

Over time, leafy trees from the south invaded the pine and spruce forests. Grasses filled clearings where squirrels, deer, and turkey found food. The Paleoindians cherished the many kinds of berries at the edge of the woods, competing for the morsels with colorful birds.

Telling Artifacts

Fluted spear points and knives are the characteristic traces of the earliest people. Later Paleoindians did not use fluted tools, but preferred to make their implements from glassy rocks that yield a sharp, easily maintained edge. Many of the cutting tools, piercers, and scrapers are unlike styles of later times, making it possible for archeologists to identify the camps, dwelling places, and quarries of the Paleoindians by their signature implements.

The earliest people were diligent and observant searchers, locating the best sources of stone almost as soon as they arrived. Tools have been found far from where they were made, suggesting that the Paleoindians traveled extensively. It is unlikely their travel can be explained by long-distance trade. With the population spread so thin, most groups were probably unaware of each other.


On the Record

National Historic Landmarks and sites on the National Register of Historic Places. Stars indicate landmarks. 

1. Abbott Farm District: Extensive evidence of long-term occupation by Paleoindian people in the Delaware River Floodplain. Designated a National Historic Landmark 1976. 

2. Hughes Early Man Complex: The site has six discrete activity areas representing some of the earliest human occupations on the central Delmarva Peninsula. Listed on the National Register of Historic Places 1979. 

3. Shoop Site: Large habitation consisting of several major features on a high knoll. Extensive collections of tools have been discovered. Listed on the National Register of Historic Places 1986.

4. Meadowcroft Rockshelter: Although the site's chronology remains controversial (the deepest cultural feature produced dates more than 17,000 years ago), the shelter is one of the most carefully excavated early occupations in eastern North America. Listed on the National Register of Historic Places 1978.

5. Dutchess Quarry Cave Site: Archeologists discovered a style of late Paleoindian projectile points known as Cumberland here. The fact that a charred caribou bone was found near a projectile point is now believed coincidental. Listed on the National Register of Historic Places 1973.

6. West Athens Hill Site: A large quarry-workshop closely associated with the nearby Flint Mine Hill Archeological District. Listed on the National Register of Historic Places 1973.

7. Flint Mine Hill Archeological District: One of the most extensive quarry-workshop areas from the Paleoindian era in the eastern United States. Chert from the district has been found widely throughout the Northeast. Listed on the National Register of Historic Places 1978.

8. DEDIC Site: Large numbers of projectile points and other tools were preserved in this habitation's intact deposits. Listed on the National Register of Historic Places 1978.

9. Wapanucket Site: Many artifacts were recovered from this 100-acre site, which, during Paleoindian times, was probably covered by tundra. Listed on the National Register of Historic Places 1973.

10. Lamoreau Site: This habitation yielded an assemblage of tools, including an unusually small fluted point. Listed on the National Register of Historic Places 1989.

11. The Weirs: Paleoindians used this lakeshore locale for a variety of purposes, leaving behind artifacts and other signs of their presence. Listed on the National Register of Historic Places 1975.

12. Hedden Site: Beneath a large sand dune, archeologists found stone tools and debris of high quality chert from New York's Hudson Valley, coastal Massachusetts, and other locales. They also discovered charred botanical remains that date from 10,500 to 10,600 years ago. Listed on the National Register of Historic Places 1991.

13. Vail Site: Where archeologists discovered the largest collection of tools yet found in northern New England. Listed on the National Register of Historic Places 1983.

14. Munsungun-Chase Lake Thoroughfare Archeological District: Featuring quarries and workshops for making stone tools, the site was a source of Munsungan chert found in Paleoindian sites throughout northern New England. Listed on the National Register of Historic Places 1979.




Snapshot: The Northeast


Topography and climate:  A coastal plain stretched into what is now the Atlantic; to the west lay the Appalachians and the eastern Allegheny Plateau. At the era’s onset, glaciers sometimes covered even the highest peaks, except for what’s now Delaware and lower Pennsylvania. Over the period, the weather warmed, except for a brief retreat to cold between 10,800 and 10,200 years ago. The ice melted; lakes formed and the sea rose. 





Plant and animal life:  Deer, bear, and other animals lived with caribou, mastodons, and other species that are now extinct or have since moved north. With the waning cold, forests and grasslands took root on ice-free land.








When the first people arrived:  Perhaps between 15,000 and 12,000 years ago, though this is debated. The earliest radiocarbon readings—dating to 17,000 years ago at the lowest excavation level of southwest Pennsylvania’s Meadowcroft Rockshelter—remain controversial. 





Likely routes to the region:  Another source of debate among archeologists. Obstacles lay in every direction. To the west, deep iceberg-strewn bodies of water stood at glacier edges. To the north, the Champlain Sea jutted inland. The rivers, swollen with meltwater, were clogged with silt, sand, and gravel. Wetlands bordered the waterways.





How people lived:  The newcomers acquired food by fishing, hunting, trapping, and collecting plants. The largest sites were likely residential–bases for seasonal hunts and gatherings or for colonizing forays into unfamiliar territory. The population was spread thin; long-distance trade was unlikely. 





Main challenge to survival:  Daunting terrain and climate. 





Research milestone:  The chronology of projectile point styles is the best dated and most complete in North America. 





Promising research:  New tools and techniques for artifact study will give a much clearer idea of how life was lived.








Daunting Route


How did people first reach the Northeast? Some traditional Native American stories say that people were created there. Most scientists think they came from places south or west at the end of the most recent Ice Age, sometime between 12,000 and 15,000 years ago. Scholars debate the routes, having little direct evidence beyond scattered stone tools. These they try to trace back to the source of the stone, to sketch paths of travel. 





The ancient pioneers faced formidable obstacles whichever way they chose. Deep iceberg-strewn lakes filled the Great Lake basins south of the glacier’s edge. To the east, an arm of the Atlantic called the Champlain Sea covered today’s Lake Champlain and the adjacent St. Lawrence lowland. The Hudson River roared through a deep trench to an ocean much lower and farther away than today.





The travelers followed migratory waterfowl and other animals through the rugged north-south mountains, a formidable barrier with loose rocks strewn about the slopes and passes. 





The low plains in what is now the Gulf of Maine and Long Island Sound—extending as far as 100 miles east of the present shoreline—were home to mastodons during the deepest cold weather, and likely attracted other large animals as the climate warmed. Eventually the seas rose with runoff from the ice, forcing the newcomers inland. Much evidence of their lives remains underwater.
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