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Oregon Cultures in Perspective

The traditional cultures of Oregon were varied and distinctive, reflecting
the different environments they grew in and the particular social factors
that channeled their own courses of development. In a broad way,
however, the forces that shaped them have also shaped other cultures,
and native Oregon lifeways share much in common with those of other
places, near and far. This concluding chapter briefly places early Oregon
cultures in a larger comparative context, to show some of the ways in
which they relate to or resemble other important developments in the
northern hemisphere

The Peopling of the North and the Peopling of
America

[tis abundantly clear that human originslie in the tropics and semitropics
of the Old World, probably in A frica and probably around three million
years ago. The north-temperate zone was populated only very latein the
human career, and the far north much later yet. With the emergence of
fullymodernhumansand their developmentofa varied and sophisticated
technology, people began adapting to the arctic climes of the Old World

267




Archeology of Oregon

about 30,000 yearsago. Thefarnorthisanextremely rigorousenvironment
for humans, but fish, fowl, and mammals school, flock, and herd there in
overwhelming concentrations. Once people learned the habits and
developed the technology to live in the arctic and exploit its riches, the
entire north was opened to human occupation. From Norway on the
west to Greenland on the east, the arctic biota is remarkably uniform, and
that was perhaps even more true during the terminal Pleistocene period,
when mammoths, mastodons, horses, camels, caribou, musk ox, and
other large animals were widespread throughout thenorth. The peopling
of the arctic was prerequisite to the peopling of the New World, and
indeed the two events are seamlessly related. The precise dates of this
epochal expansion of the human domain are not agreed upon, but the
best evidence suggests that it began about 30,000 years ago, with the
crossing to America achieved between about 18,000 and 14,000 years ago
(Fagan 1987; Aikens 1991, with references).

The first Americans came from northeast Asia across the Bering Land
Bridge. A broad plain more than 600 miles wide emerged from the
shallow Bering Seaasterminal Pleistoceneglaciers grew, and increasingly
kept much of the world’s water from returning to the oceans. The first
immigrants probably crossed Beringia shortly after the last glacial
maximum, when world climate was beginning to warm but much glacial
ice remained unmelted, and sea level wassstill relatively low. Large parts
of Alaska had remained unglaciated throughout the ice age, and during
the time of the Bering Land Bridge, this territory was continuous with the
arctic tundras that stretched endlessly across northern Asia and Europe.

Anearlier entry into the Americaninteriorisrendered unlikely by the fact

that during the last glacial maximum, the Laurentide ice sheet, spreading

outward from the Hudson Bay region, and the Cordilleran ice sheet,
spreading outward from the northern Rocky Mountains, covered muc h
of Canada. In one area of northwestern Canada the terminal moraines of
these two glaciers overlapped, suggesting that for at least the period of
greatest cold, continuous glacial ice would have blocked movement
southward from Beringiaand Alaskainto thecontinentalinterior. Human
movement down the west coast at that time is equally unlikely, because
there the way southward wasblocked by immense glaciers that extended
to water’s edge, calving directly into the sea. A theory that people
traveled along this coast by boat during terminal Pleistocene times
(Fladmark 1979), though highly implausible given the ice-age conditions,
must nevertheless be conceded as not wholly beyond imagining. As
recently pointed out in a broad-ranging examination of this problem,
there is archaeological evidence for human occupation in Australia and
New Guinea 40,000 to 50,000 years ago; in the New Britain, New Ireland,
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and Solomon islands 20,000 to 32,000 years ago; and on offshore islands
of Japan during about the same period. Such facts do show « learly that
people of these areas were living on coastal resources and travelling
substantial distances across water at an early time (Erlandson 1992a,
1992b). Whether such clues from the equatorial and middle latitudes

foreshadow an archaeological finding yetunmade, however, thatseagoing

people also spread along the arctic shores of the northern Pacific in
terminal Pleistocene times, remains to be seen. The archaeological
evidencesofardiscovered on these coasts documentsonly post-Pleistocene

occupation.

A "C date of 13,200 BP for Fort Rock Cave in Oregon, and dates of 14,500
and 15,000 BP for Wilson Butte Cave in Idaho (Gruhn 196), are the earliest
to be possibly associated with evidence

f human presence in the
Northwest. They areinfactamongtheearliestdates that mightreasonably
be claimed for human presence in the New World asa whole, but it must
be noted that all currently available dates in this and earlier time ranges
are controversial, due to limitations or ambiguities in the evidence

By atleast 11,500 years ago, howeve T, Pt ‘\IF\lu. Were( |1\1r'l\'}'!1\"4_'[11.:|]l\\'r.-r
North America. Numerous "C dates from Arizona, New Mexico, and
elsewhere establish a time range of 11,500 to 11,000 BP for sites of the
highly distinctive Clovis complex (named for a discovery near the town
of Clovis, New Mexico). Clovis fluted points have been found from Nova
Scotia to California, and from Alaska to Panama (Haynes 1969; Bryan et
al. 1978). Well-made spear points of the Clovis fluted type have been
found in all parts of Oregon, and the Dietz Site, in the eastern half of the
state, has yielded a considerable number of Clovis points and related
artifacts. How much before 11,500 BP the Clovis people or their direct
ancestors entered North America remains to be determined. So far, fully
convincing evidence for earlier occupation has not been found, but many

devotees continue the search

['he Clovis Paleo-Indians of late glacial times are known from a number
of sites in North America to have been hunters of mammoth, giant bison,

and other large game animals which shortly became extinct as the cool
moist conditions of the ice age gave way to the warmer and drier climate
of postglacial times. It is a reasonable presumption that Oregon’s Clovis
people hunted the Pleistocene animals then extant in the area, and at this

period Oregon cultures were probably more closely related to those

elsewhere in North America than they ever were again. The Clovis
horizon marks the only time in North American prehistory when a single
diagnostic artifact style spread over the entire continent. Manifestly,
Paleo-Indian hunters traveled fast and far over the rich, untapped
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