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PALEOINDIAN

  

The Paleoindian period (ca. 12,000–10,000 B.P.) represents the earliest substantial human occupation in 

the Western Hemisphere.  Paleoindian populations are conventionally described as highly adaptive, mobile 

hunter-gatherers whose ancestors had migrated from Siberia into North America between ca. 12,000 to 

10,000 years Before Present (B.P.).  This migration likely occurred near the end of the last Ice Age, during 

WKH�/DWH�3OHLVWRFHQH�(SRFK��ZKHQ�JODFLHUV�ZHUH�H[SDQGLQJ�DQG�UHWUHDWLQJ�IURP�ÀXFWXDWLRQV�LQ�WKH�FOLPDWH�

from colder to warmer episodes.  Human populations presumably moved when the colder periods of the 

Pleistocene captured large quantities of the Earth’s water in glaciers.  This lowered sea levels and exposed 

large portions of the continent, including a land bridge between Siberia and Alaska, which allowed human 

populations to follow Pleistocene mammals across to the Americas.

At present, increasing evidence is available for occupations of greater antiquity than has been traditionally 

UHFRJQL]HG�IRU�WKH�3DOHRLQGLDQ�SHULRG���7KHVH�WUHQGV��DORQJ�ZLWK�DGGLWLRQDO�GH¿FLHQFLHV�LQ�WKH�FRQYHQWLRQDO�

model of colonization, have led archaeologists to advance alternative models for the peopling of the Americas, 

LQFOXGLQJ�D�URXWH�YLD�ZDWHUFUDIW�GRZQ�WKH�3DFL¿F�FRDVW���&XUUHQWO\��QR�FRQVHQVXV�KDV�EHHQ�DFKLHYHG�ZLWKLQ�WKH�

professional archaeological community, and these models are still a topic of healthy debate (see Faught 2008; 

Pitblado 2011).  While sites with components that are thought to predate 12,000 B.P. have been discovered 

elsewhere in the Southeast (e.g., Page-Ladson, FL, Cactus Hill, VA, and Topper, SC), such deposits are 

currently unknown in Georgia.

According to Anderson (1996:4), the general environmental situation in which North American Paleoindian 

groups lived was one of transition, with much of the eastern United States experiencing a period of 

HQYLURQPHQWDO�ÀXFWXDWLRQ�DV�WHPSHUDWXUHV�EHFDPH�ZDUPHU�LQ�WKH�VXPPHU�DQG�FROGHU�LQ�WKH�ZLQWHU���1RUWK�

$PHULFDQ�YHJHWDWLRQ� UHÀHFWHG� WKHVH� FOLPDWLF� FKDQJHV� DV�PDWXUH�PHVLF�RDN�KLFNRU\� IRUHVWV� UHSODFHG� WKH�

*ODFLDO�VSUXFH�SLQH�IRUHVWV�WKDW�RQFH�ÀRXULVKHG�LQ�WKH�PRUH�VWDEOH��FROGHU�HQYLURQPHQW���7KH�&RDVWDO�3ODLQ�

of present day Georgia, Alabama, and Florida, however, supported mature oak-hickory-southern pine forests 

much earlier in the period.  This environmental situation was considerably more stable than latitudes above 

33° N, where the replacement of the Full Glacial spruce/pine boreal forest by a Post Glacial mesic-oak forest 

was still an ongoing process. 

A regional paleoclimatic model developed by Watts (1992; Watts et al. 1996) posits that post-12,000 B.P., 

QRUWKHDVW�)ORULGD�DQG�VRXWKHDVW�*HRUJLD�VDZ�PRUH�[HULF�ÀRUD�ZLWK�VRPH�SUDLULH�GHYHORSPHQW��ORZ�ODNH�OHYHOV��

and many dried lake basins.  A few km west of Okefenokee, evidence suggests Lake Louise was dry prior to 

8,500 B.P. and evidence for the presence of Holocene oak forests at Lake Louise between 8,500 to 5,000 B.P. 

LQGLFDWHV�VLJQL¿FDQWO\�ORZHU�SUHFLSLWDWLRQ�GXULQJ�WKLV�LQWHUYDO��'HOFRXUW�������:DWWV���������������6SHFL¿FDOO\��

it is likely that much of the Okefenokee Basin and surrounding uplands were dry and inhospitable, aside 

from occasional waterholes, until climate shifted from drier to wetter conditions at approximately 7,000 

%�3���FUHDWLQJ�D�VWDQG�RI�ZDWHU�LQ�WKH�2NHIHQRNHH�%DVLQ�HQKDQFHG�E\�ULVLQJ�VHD�OHYHOV�WKDW�DUH�LGHQWL¿HG�LQ�

peat deposits (Cohen et al. 1984:510).  Although nomadic Paleoindian hunters likely utilized portions of 

the Okefenokee Basin supporting grazing animals prior to swamp formation, archaeological evidence of 

Paleoindian occupations is likely now deeply submerged under the swamp (Kirkland and Cook 2007).

In Georgia, and in the Southeast generally, the Paleoindian period has been provisionally divided into Early, 

Middle, and Late or Transitional subperiods based on distinctive changes in material culture and most 

commonly recognized via projectile point morphology.  These changes are considered to roughly correlate 

with the initial colonization and exploration of the Americas, the development of regional traditions, and 

a shift to Holocene environmental conditions with a transition to more Archaic period traits (Anderson 

1990:165–166).


