
 

Before Columbus: The Many Native Americas 

Peoples, Populations, and the Great Mound-Building 

Traditions of the Present-Day United States 

Long before the United States existed, its future territory contained farming villages, fishing 

communities, trading centers, ceremonial landscapes, and substantial towns. People traveled 

rivers in canoes, cultivated crops, managed woodlands, constructed irrigation canals, and built 

monuments that still rise above the landscape. 

There was no single Native American way of life. The peoples of the Atlantic woodlands, 

Mississippi Valley, Southwestern deserts, Pacific coast, and Arctic developed different 

languages, governments, economies, and spiritual traditions. Their histories included migration, 

invention, diplomacy, conflict, and renewal—not centuries of unchanging life while they waited 

for Europeans to arrive. 

This survey concentrates on the present-day contiguous United States and Alaska. “Pre-

Columbian” provides a familiar dividing line at 1492, but European contact came to different 

regions at different times. The societies described here also span thousands of years: ancient 

Ohio earthworks, Cahokia at its height, and coastal villages in 1492 did not all belong to the 

same historical moment. 

How Many People Lived Here? 

No census counted the population before European arrival, and scholars disagree substantially 

about its size. Estimates depend on archaeological evidence, early descriptions, the agricultural 

capacity of particular regions, and calculations of population losses following contact. 



For the area of today’s contiguous United States, published estimates have ranged from fewer 

than one million in older scholarship to several million in later reconstructions. Cherokee 

demographer Russell Thornton estimated approximately five million or more in 1492. His larger 

estimate of more than seven million included Canada, Alaska, and Greenland as well. Those 

figures should not be confused with estimates for the entire Western Hemisphere, which also 

include the populous societies of Mexico, Central America, and South America. 

A defensible summary is that millions of people inhabited the territory that became the 

United States, but the precise total remains uncertain. One major difficulty is that European 

observers sometimes described communities after epidemics and upheaval had already reduced 

them. Counting those survivors as the original population produces an underestimate. National 

Academies: Native population estimates and their limitations 

Population was unevenly distributed. Productive river valleys, agricultural districts, and rich 

coastal fisheries supported concentrations of people, while other environments favored smaller, 

dispersed communities. Low population density did not mean that a landscape was unused or 

unclaimed. 

An Ancient History, Not a Single Beginning 

The depth of Indigenous history extends far beyond the period of familiar tribal names. At White 

Sands, New Mexico, researchers have dated human footprints to approximately 21,000–23,000 

years ago, with subsequent research supporting that age range. Such discoveries continue to 

reshape archaeological understanding of the peopling of North America. U.S. Geological Survey: 

White Sands footprint dating 

Over those immense spans of time, environments changed, communities moved, and new 

cultural traditions developed. Native oral histories preserve accounts of origins, migrations, 

relationships, and responsibilities to particular places. Archaeology contributes another kind of 

evidence; it should not be treated as the only meaningful record of the past. 

Care is also necessary when applying modern tribal names to ancient communities. 

Archaeological terms such as Hopewell and Mississippian describe patterns of material culture, 

not necessarily single nations whose members used those names. Likewise, maps showing tribes 

at European contact often combine observations from different centuries. Library of Congress: 

Mapping Native cultures and migrations 

The Northeast and Great Lakes: Fields, Forests, and 

Networks of Kinship 

Across the Northeast, ancestors of peoples known today as the Wampanoag, Narragansett, 

Lenape, and Haudenosaunee lived in landscapes of forests, waterways, and cultivated fields. 

Their communities combined agriculture with fishing, hunting, and gathering. Corn, beans, and 

squash—the crops often called the Three Sisters—became important foundations of food 

production, although their adoption and cultivation varied across time and place. National Park 

Service: Native farming in New England 
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Housing reflected local traditions and household organization. Bark-covered dwellings and 

longhouses—not the tipis associated with the Plains—characterized many woodland 

communities. Rivers and lakes connected settlements, making water travel central to exchange 

and communication. 

The Haudenosaunee Confederacy illustrates the region’s political sophistication. Its traditions 

describe the union of the Mohawk, Oneida, Onondaga, Cayuga, and Seneca under the Great Law 

of Peace; the Tuscarora joined later. The precise founding date remains debated, but the 

confederacy’s importance is unmistakable. Its system joins national councils with a wider 

council, and clan mothers hold significant responsibilities in selecting leaders. Haudenosaunee 

Confederacy: Government and organization 

Farther into the Great Lakes country, local combinations of fishing, hunting, plant gathering, and 

agriculture produced additional ways of life. “Woodland culture” is therefore a useful geographic 

description, not the name of one uniform society. 

The Mound Builders: Many Peoples Across Thousands of 

Years 

The “Mound People” of the Midwest deserve a central place in American history. But they were 

not one tribe, and their monuments were not the work of a mysterious vanished race unrelated to 

Native Americans. 

Mound building encompassed multiple Indigenous traditions across the Midwest, Mississippi 

Valley, and Southeast. Some earthworks served as burial places; others supported buildings or 

defined ceremonial spaces. Still others took the shapes of animals or formed enormous geometric 

enclosures. Their purposes cannot be reduced to a single explanation. 

Poverty Point: Monumental Earthworks Before Corn-Based Cities 

One major early center lay south of the Midwest, at Poverty Point in present-day northeastern 

Louisiana. Between approximately 1700 and 1100 BCE, people constructed great earthen ridges 

and mounds and participated in far-reaching exchange networks. 

Remarkably, this achievement was the work of people whose subsistence centered on hunting, 

fishing, and gathering rather than intensive maize agriculture. Poverty Point challenges the 

assumption that monumental construction required a farming empire or a familiar Old World 

form of government. National Park Service: Poverty Point 

Adena and Hopewell: The Great Earthworks of Ohio 

In the Ohio Valley, the traditions archaeologists call Adena developed during the first 

millennium BCE and included substantial burial mounds. Later, roughly 200 BCE to 500 CE, 

communities associated with the Hopewell tradition created extraordinary ceremonial 

landscapes. 
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Their builders laid out circles, squares, and other enclosures on a monumental scale. Some 

designs incorporated relationships to solar or lunar events. These works required planning, 

measurement, accumulated knowledge, and the coordination of considerable labor. National Park 

Service: Ohio’s ancient cultures, Hopewell Ceremonial Earthworks 

Hopewell should not be imagined as a single centralized empire. It describes interconnected 

communities sharing aspects of ceremonial life, craftsmanship, and exchange. Copper objects 

and other materials brought from distant regions demonstrate that these communities were not 

isolated villages. Their world reached far beyond any single valley. National Park Service: 

Hopewell copper craftsmanship 

Effigy Mounds: Sacred Landscapes of the Upper Midwest 

In the upper Mississippi region, particularly present-day Wisconsin and neighboring states, later 

Woodland communities constructed earthworks shaped like birds, bears, and other forms. Effigy 

Mounds National Monument in Iowa preserves part of this tradition. 

These places were associated with burial, ceremony, and relationships expressed through the 

landscape. Their meanings cannot be recovered through excavation alone; the traditions of 

associated Native nations remain essential to understanding them. They are sacred places, not 

simply unusual shapes best appreciated from the air. National Park Service: Effigy mound 

builders 

Cahokia: A Major Indigenous City 

Across the Mississippi River from present-day St. Louis, Cahokia became one of the largest 

urban centers north of Mexico. At its peak around 1100 CE, its population is commonly 

estimated at 10,000–20,000 people. Its landscape included residential districts, plazas, and 

approximately 120 earthen mounds. 

Monks Mound dominated the center. Its immense scale makes clear that earth was an 

architectural material capable of producing monuments as deliberate and demanding as 

structures built from stone. Cahokia was a place of concentrated population, political authority, 

ceremonial activity, and exchange. Illinois Department of Natural Resources: Cahokia Mounds 

Cahokia belonged to the broader Mississippian cultural world, whose mound centers and 

agricultural communities extended through much of the Mississippi Valley and Southeast. It was 

not the capital of a single empire governing that entire region. By around 1400, its great urban 

concentration had dispersed—before Columbus’s voyage. The reasons remain debated, but the 

dispersal of a city should not be mistaken for the disappearance of its people. National Park 

Service: Cahokia and the Mississippian world 

The Southeast: Agricultural Towns and Maritime Powers 

The Southeast supported numerous agricultural societies, many with towns organized around 

plazas, public buildings, and platform mounds. These communities formed part of the historical 
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world from which later Native nations emerged, but connecting a particular archaeological site to 

a particular modern nation requires care. 

Political authority varied. Some communities belonged to powerful regional chiefdoms; others 

maintained more localized leadership. Kinship could be as important as territory. Among the 

Cherokee, for example, the traditional clan system was matrilineal: children belonged to their 

mother’s clan. Smithsonian: Early Cherokee history 

Florida also demonstrates why agriculture cannot explain every complex society. The Calusa of 

southwestern Florida developed a powerful polity sustained largely by fishing and other aquatic 

resources. They built canals and engineered water enclosures associated with holding fish, while 

substantial shell constructions reshaped their settlements. Their achievements challenge any 

simple ladder placing farmers above fishing peoples. Florida Museum: Investigating the Calusa 

The Great Plains: Before the Horse 

The familiar image of mounted buffalo hunters belongs largely to the period after Europeans 

introduced horses. It should not be projected unchanged onto the Plains of 1492. 

Before horses spread through the region, Plains peoples hunted bison on foot and developed 

effective collective hunting methods. Along major rivers, agricultural communities cultivated 

crops and lived in established villages. Seasonal hunting and settled farming could complement 

one another rather than represent entirely separate ways of life. 

The ancestors of later Plains village peoples participated in these long-established economies. 

Horses subsequently transformed travel, hunting, trade, and warfare, but they did not create 

Plains history. Nor did all Plains nations abandon agriculture when horses became available. 

National Park Service: Early village life on the Plains 

The Southwest: Pueblo Communities and Desert 

Engineering 

In the Southwest, Native societies developed ways of living with limited and unpredictable 

water. Ancestral Pueblo peoples cultivated crops, built masonry settlements, and created 

ceremonial spaces across the Four Corners region and beyond. 

Chaco Canyon, in present-day New Mexico, became an important center with monumental 

buildings and connections extending across a wide area. Pueblo descendants describe it as a 

gathering place where peoples and clans shared knowledge, traditions, and ceremonies. Its 

buildings were part of a living cultural landscape, not an isolated architectural experiment. 

National Park Service: Chaco history and culture 

Farther south, ancestral Sonoran Desert communities, often identified archaeologically as 

Hohokam, developed extensive irrigation systems in present-day Arizona. Canals made 

cultivation possible in an environment where managing water required both engineering and 

collective effort. National Park Service: Ancestral Sonoran Desert people 
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People moved away from some famous settlements, but they did not vanish. Present-day Pueblo 

peoples maintain ancestral connections to these places. Migration and the reorganization of 

communities are more accurate descriptions than the old language of a “lost civilization.” 

National Park Service: Ancestral Puebloan connections 

California and the Great Basin: Different Forms of 

Abundance 

California contained an extraordinary variety of environments and Native societies, including 

ancestors of the Chumash, Tongva, Miwok, and many other peoples. Coastal resources, oak 

woodlands, river fisheries, and seasonal plant foods supported economies adapted to particular 

places. 

For many communities, acorns were an important staple. Gathering them involved skilled 

processing and storage, while the management of oak landscapes helped sustain production. 

Indigenous burning practices encouraged desired plants and maintained productive habitats. This 

was active stewardship, not passive dependence on untouched nature. National Park Service: 

Chumash plant foods, Indigenous fire practices 

In the Great Basin, seasonal movement linked households to scattered water sources, seeds, 

roots, game, and pinyon pine nuts. Basketry and detailed ecological knowledge were 

fundamental technologies. The region also contained agricultural communities at different 

periods, so it should not be portrayed as uniformly occupied by people practicing one subsistence 

strategy. National Park Service: Great Basin peoples 

The Northwest Coast and Interior Plateau: Worlds 

Connected by Water 

Along the Pacific Northwest coast, salmon, shellfish, and marine mammals supported substantial 

communities. Cedar provided material for houses, canoes, containers, clothing, and other 

necessities. Waterways connected settlements and enabled the movement of people and goods. 

Coast Salish peoples developed sophisticated fishing practices, including reef-net technology. 

Communities of the Olympic Peninsula combined maritime knowledge with distinctive 

ceremonial and artistic traditions. Their prosperity did not depend on adopting the corn-based 

agriculture of eastern North America. National Park Service: The Salish Sea, Peoples of the 

Olympic Peninsula 

Inland, the Columbia Plateau supported another pattern of life, linking salmon fisheries with 

seasonal gathering and hunting grounds. For peoples such as the Nimiipuu, or Nez Perce, rivers 

and resource areas formed an interconnected homeland rather than a collection of isolated sites. 

Later treaty reservations encompassed only portions of those wider relationships. Nez Perce 

Tribe: History 

Alaska: Arctic and Subarctic Homelands 
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Alaska adds further diversity. The ancestors of today’s Iñupiat, Yup’ik, and interior Athabascan 

peoples developed distinct societies within Arctic and subarctic environments. Coastal and 

inland communities relied on different combinations of sea mammals, fish, caribou, other game, 

and gathered foods. 

Seasonal movement, specialized equipment, and knowledge of ice, weather, and animal behavior 

made these environments viable homelands. Their histories also involved connections across the 

Bering Strait, reminding us that present national boundaries divide cultural relationships much 

older than either the United States or Russia. National Park Service: Arctic history and culture 

The Far North was not an empty margin of the continent. It was a network of inhabited and 

understood places, with its own histories and centers of importance. 

A Continent Already Shaped by Its Peoples 

Taken together, these regions reveal neither a single civilization nor a collection of people living 

outside history. They reveal many societies making different choices under different 

circumstances. 

Monumental architecture did not make one people more fully human than another, and mobility 

was not evidence of backwardness. A canal, a carefully tended oak woodland, a salmon fishery, 

and a great ceremonial earthwork each embodied generations of knowledge. Native societies also 

experienced inequality, conflict, environmental pressures, and political change. Respecting their 

achievements does not require imagining a continent without human problems. 

The central correction is simpler: the land that became the United States already contained 

peoples with institutions, histories, and relationships to place. As the Smithsonian emphasizes, 

there is no single American Indian culture, and Indigenous perspectives are indispensable to 

understanding the Americas. Smithsonian: Essential Understandings 

The Beginning of the American Story 

American history does not begin with Columbus, Jamestown, or Plymouth. By then, generations 

had already built and left cities, established new communities, developed crops, maintained trade 

routes, and created monuments that remain visible today. 

The Midwest’s earthworks are among the clearest reminders. They testify not to a mysterious 

people disconnected from Native America, but to the depth and variety of Indigenous 

achievement. The same is true of Pueblo architecture, California’s managed landscapes, the 

Northwest’s fisheries, and the knowledge that sustained Arctic communities. 

Before there was a United States, there were many Native Americas. Their descendants are not 

merely inheritors of an archaeological past. They are living peoples whose histories began long 

before European arrival—and continue beyond it. 
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