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LAS April 2011 Headlines:

Texas artifacts 'strongest evidence yet' that humans arrived in North America earlier than thought

By Bill Hanna, Fort Worth Star-Telegram, March 24, 2011
     Archaeologists at a Central Texas site have unearthed artifacts that the first humans arrived in North America roughly 2,500 years earlier than previously thought, raising questions about how they made it to the New World and what route they took to get here.

     The artifacts found along a creek bed west of Salado by a Texas A&M University-led team date back as far as 15,500 years, more than 2,000 years before the Clovis people who were long believed to be the first humans in North America. The so-called Clovis people were named after a site found in 1930 near Clovis, New Mexico.

     Known for their unique spearhead artifacts, the numerous Clovis artifacts were found over the last 80 years and showed they lived as far back as 13,100 years ago.

     The Salado site isn't the first find to challenge when humans migrated to the Americas -- other sites have been found in Pennsylvania, Oregon and Chile -- but it is the most complete with over 16,000 artifacts, said Michael Waters, director of the Center for the Study of the First Americans at Texas A&M University.

     "Now Texas can boast having the oldest (human) archaeological site in North America," Waters said. "...This is the strongest evidence yet that humans colonized North America 2,500 years earlier than we first thought."

     While other pre-Clovis locations have artifacts, they aren't "very robust." Waters said the latest discovery should win over most skeptics that humans occupied North America at an earlier date.

     "We have the ... biggest assemblage of pre-Clovis material, the biggest variety of artifacts..." Waters said.

Special sediment
     Most of items would look like crude spears, knives, notches or other types of cutting or sharpening tools. But they indicate the area along a spring-fed creek was used as a camp-site as they came and went from the area.

     The archaeological evidence shows human occupation almost continuously for 15,000 years and signs that water was present even during times of drought. Recent historical records show the creek still had water during the severe droughts of the 1930s and 1950s.

     The clay sediment helped preserve the artifacts and scientists used luminescence dating, a technique to date the sediment around the artifacts. It is done by dating the last time the sediment was exposed to sunlight.

     Researchers "had the right kind of sediment," said Lee Nordt, dean of the College of Arts and Sciences at Baylor University. "Fortunately, it is very difficult to mix. The artifacts had a greater tendency to stay in place."

     Besides Baylor and Texas A&M, the work at the Central Texas site also included researchers from the University of Illinois-Chicago, the University of Minnesota and Texas State University. Their findings were released today and are being published in the current issue of Science magazine.

     Waters said the work at the Salado site adds to the evidence found at other pre-Clovis sites but that "each site has to stand on its own and by its own merits."

How they got here
     If humans arrived 2,500 years earlier in North America, it also raises the question of how they made their way to Texas.
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     Fifteen thousand years ago, the Canadian ice sheets would have blocked a land migration to North America, Waters said. That theory espoused by Waters and other archaeologists raises the possibility that humans traveled by boat along the West Coast of what is now Canada down to the Columbia River along the present-day Washington-Oregon border -- or perhaps even farther south.

     "If you look at the genetic evidence, the native people in North America came from Northeast Asia, then crossed over into the New World, either coming across by the Bering land bridge or they could have skirted over by boat," Waters said. "The corridor between the two ice sheets was closed 15,000 years ago. The only option to them is to come by boat in this kind of secondary way, along a coastal route to get into North America."

     Waters cautions that there is no empirical evidence to support it. Sea levels were lower 15,000 years ago, so any evidence would likely be buried under the ocean floor. But he notes that the oldest human skeletal remains in North America were found on the Channel Islands off the coast of California and are dated at 13,000 years old. Those islands were never part of the mainland so they would have been reached by boat and researchers are currently studying caves there for signs that humans could have been there 16,000 years ago.

     For people to be living in Texas 15,500 years ago, it means they had to be in other parts of North America even earlier. The find underscores the need to search across other areas of North America for pre-Clovis sites. Besides the Channel Islands, researchers are currently combing the Columbia River for any evidence of humans that far back.

     Over the next several decades, Waters expects the archaeological and DNA evidence to answer many of the unknowns.

     "What we've done here is create all sort of possibilities," Waters said, adding that researchers are no longer held back by "the Clovis-first dogma."

     Yet there is much that isn't known, like how early the first humans could have arrived in North America.

     "Yes, people were here earlier, but how much earlier?" Waters said. "That is the mystery. That is what we still need to know. Is it 16,000 or 24,000 years ago? Only time will tell."
California islands give up evidence of early seafaring

Oregon, Smithsonian-led team uncovers numerous artifacts at late Pleistocene sites on the Channel Islands

By Jim Barlow, University of Oregon
     Evidence for a diversified sea-based economy among North American inhabitants dating from 12,200 to 11,400 years ago is emerging from three sites on California's Channel Islands.

     Reporting in the March 4 issue of Science, a 15-member team led by University of Oregon and Smithsonian Institution scholars describes the discovery of scores of stemmed projectile points and crescents dating to that time period. The artifacts are associated with the remains of shellfish, seals, geese, cormorants and fish.

     Funded primarily by grants from the National Science Foundation, the team also found thousands of artifacts made from chert, a flint-like rock used to make projectile points and other stone tools.

     Some of the intact projectiles are so delicate that their only practical use would have been for hunting on the water, said Jon Erlandson, professor of anthropology and director of the Museum of Natural and Cultural History at the University of Oregon. He has been conducting research on the islands for more than 30 years.

     "This is among the earliest evidence of seafaring and maritime adaptations in the Americas, and another extension of the diversity of Paleoindian economies," Erlandson said. "The points we are finding are extraordinary, the workmanship amazing. They are ultra thin, serrated and have incredible barbs on them. It's a very sophisticated chipped-stone technology." He also noted that the stemmed points are much different than the iconic fluted points left throughout North America by Clovis and Folsom peoples who hunted big game on land.

     The artifacts were recovered from three sites that date to the end of the Pleistocene epoch on Santa Rosa and San Miguel islands, which in those days were connected as one island off the California coast. Sea levels then were 50 to 60 meters (about 160-200 feet) below modern levels. Rising seas have since flooded the shorelines and coastal lowlands where early populations would have spent most of their time.

[image: image4.jpg]LAS



     Erlandson and his colleagues have focused their search on upland features such as springs, caves, and chert outcrops that would have drawn early maritime peoples into the interior. Rising seas also may have submerged evidence of even older human habitation of the islands.

     The newly released study focuses on the artifacts and animal remains recovered, but the implications for understanding the peopling of the Americas may run deeper.

     The technologies involved suggest that these early islanders were not members of the land-based Clovis culture, Erlandson said. No fluted points have been found on the islands. Instead, the points and crescents are similar to artifacts found in the Great Basin and Columbia Plateau areas, including pre-Clovis levels at Paisley Caves in eastern Oregon that are being studied by another UO archaeologist, Dennis Jenkins.

     Last year, Charlotte Beck and Tom Jones, archaeologists at New York's Hamilton College who study sites in the Great Basin, argued that stemmed and Clovis point technologies were separate, with the stemmed points originating from Pacific Coast populations and not, as conventional wisdom holds, from the Clovis people who moved westward from the Great Plains. Erlandson and colleagues noted that the Channel Island points are also broadly similar to stemmed points found early sites around the Pacific Rim, from Japan to South America.

     Six years ago, Erlandson proposed that Late Pleistocene sea-going people may have followed a "kelp highway" stretching from Japan to Kamchatka, along the south coast of Beringia and Alaska, then southward down the Northwest Coast to California. Kelp forests are rich in seals, sea otters, fish, seabirds, and shellfish such as abalones and sea urchins.

     "The technology and seafaring implications of what we've found on the Channel Islands are magnificent," said study co-author Torben C. Rick, curator of North American Archaeology at the Smithsonian Institution. "Some of the paleo-ecological and subsistence implications are also very important. These sites indicate very early and distinct coastal and island subsistence strategies, including harvest of red abalones and other shellfish and fish dependent on kelp forests, but also the exploitation of larger pinnipeds and waterfowl, including an extinct flightless duck.

     "This combination of unique hunting technologies found with marine mammal and migratory waterfowl bones provides a very different picture of the Channel Islands than what we know today, and indicates very early and diverse maritime life ways and foraging practices," Rick said. "What is so interesting is that not only do the data we have document some of the earliest marine mammal and bird exploitation in North America, but they show that very early on New World coastal peoples were hunting such animals and birds with sophisticated technologies that appear to have been refined for life in coastal and aquatic habitats."

     The stemmed points found on the Channel Islands range from tiny to large, probably indicating that they were used for hunting a variety of animals.

     "We think the crescents were used as transverse projectile points, probably for hunting birds. Their broad stone tips, when attached to a dart shaft provided a stone age shotgun-approach to hunting birds in flight," Erlandson said. "These are very distinctive artifacts, hundreds of which have been found on the Channel Islands over the years, but rarely in a stratified context, he added. Often considered to be between 8,000 and 10,000 years old in California, "we now have crescents between 11,000 and 12,000 years old, some of them associated with thousands of bird bones."

     The next challenge, Erlandson and Rick noted, is to find even older archaeological sites on the Channel Islands, which might prove that a coastal migration contributed to the initial peopling of the Americas, now thought to have occurred two to three millennia earlier.
LAS Find of the Month, April 2011:
Members can bring an artifact to be entered into the competition at the monthly meeting, which will be judged based on the following rules:


1.  Must be a member of LAS in good standing.

2.  The artifact must be a personal find.
3.  It must have been found within the specified time frame, i.e., within the month prior to the meeting.

4.  The artifact doesn’t have to be a Colorado find—all that matters is that it was found in the last month.

The Find of the Month for April 2011 was made by Andy Coca.
Type:  Plains Side Notch
Material:  Quartzite
Location:  Weld County
LAS News and Upcoming Events:
May 3rd, 2011

May meeting.  Guest speaker:  LAS member Pam Whelden.

Pam will give a presentation on “The Basketmaker and Pueblo People.”
June 7th, 2011
June meeting.  Guest speaker:  LAS member Mark Boswell.

Mark will give a presentation on “Ancient Hawaii.”
�A three-view look at a chert crescent dating to ancient seafarers on San Miguel Island.
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Some of the artifacts from the 15,500-year-old horizon, found at the Debra L Friedkin dig near Salado, Texas.
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