
 

Archaeologists have a lot of dates wrong for
North American indigenous history – but new
techniques are correcting it

April 29 2020, by Sturt Manning

  
 

  

For centuries, indigenous history has been largely told through a European lens.
Credit: John White, circa 1585-1593, © The Trustees of the British Museum,
CC BY-NC-SA

Columbus famously reached the Americas in 1492. Other Europeans had
made the journey before, but the century from then until 1609 marks the
creation of the modern globalized world.
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https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/image/1613648693
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://www.sup.org/books/title/?id=2317
https://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/21/books/review/1493-uncovering-the-new-world-columbus-created-by-charles-c-mann-book-review.html


 

This period brought extraordinary riches to Europe, and genocide and
disease to indigenous peoples across the Americas.

  
 

  

Credit: Table: The Conversation, Source: Sturt Manning

The European settlement dates and personalities are known from texts
and sometimes illustrations, to use the failed colony on what was then
Virginia's Roanoke Island as an example.
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https://phys.org/tags/indigenous+peoples/
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/25645/25645-pdf.pdf
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/travel/sketching-the-earliest-views-of-the-new-world-92306407/


 

But one thing is missing. What about indigenous history throughout this
traumatic era? Until now, the standard timeline has derived, inevitably,
from the European conquerors, even when scholars try to present an
indigenous perspective.

This all happened just 400 to 500 years ago—how wrong could the
conventional chronology for indigenous settlements be? Quite wrong, it
turns out, based on radiocarbon dating my collaborators and I have
carried out at a number of Iroquoian sites in Ontario and New York
state. We're challenging existing—and rather colonialist—assumptions
and mapping out the correct time frames for when indigenous people
were active in these places.

Refining dates based on European goods

Archaeologists estimate when a given indigenous settlement was active
based on the absence or presence of certain types of European trade
goods, such as metal and glass beads. It was always approximate, but
became the conventional history.
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https://www.mqup.ca/children-of-aataentsic%E2%80%94the-products-9780773506275.php
https://www.mqup.ca/children-of-aataentsic%E2%80%94the-products-9780773506275.php
https://doi.org/10.1126/sciadv.aav0280


 

  

Dating Iroquoia project member Samantha Sanft excavating at White Springs,
New York. Credit: Samantha Sanft and Kurt Jordan, CC BY-ND

Since the first known commercial fur trading missions were in the 1580s
, archaeologists date initial regular appearances of scattered European
goods to 1580-1600. They call these two decades Glass Bead Period 1.
We know some trade occurred before that, though, since indigenous
people Cartier met in the 1530s had previously encountered Europeans,
and were ready to trade with him.

Archaeologists set Glass Bead Period 2 from 1600-1630. During this
time, new types of glass beads and finished metal goods were
introduced, and trade was more frequent.
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http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt80szr
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/4077/4077-h/4077-h.htm#chap03
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/4077/4077-h/4077-h.htm#chap03
https://phys.org/tags/glass+beads/


 

The logic of dating based on the absence or presence of these goods
would make sense if all communities had equal access to, and desire to
have, such items. But these key assumptions have not been proven.

That's why the Dating Iroquoia Project exists. Made up of researchers
here at Cornell University, the University of Georgia and the New York
State Museum, we've used radiocarbon dating and statistical modeling to
date organic materials directly associated with Iroquoian sites in New
York's Mohawk Valley and Ontario in Canada.

First we looked at two sites in Ontario: Warminster and Ball. Both are
long argued to have had direct connections with Europeans. For instance,
Samuel de Champlain likely stayed at the Warminster site in 1615-1616.
Archaeologists have found large numbers of trade goods at both sites.
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https://datingiroquoia.wordpress.com/
http://www.c14dating.com/
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0226334
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0226334
https://doi.org/10.1126/sciadv.aav0280
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Samuel_de_Champlain
https://doi.org/10.1017/aaq.2019.60


 

  

16th-century European copper alloy beads from two sites in the Mohawk Valley.
Credit: New York State Museum, CC BY-ND
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http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/


 

When my colleagues and I examined and radiocarbon dated plant
remains (maize, bean, plum) and a wooden post, the calendar ages we
came up with are entirely consistent with historical estimates and the
glass bead chronology. The three dating methods agreed, placing Ball
circa 1565-1590 and Warminster circa 1590-1620.

However, the picture was quite different at several other major Iroquois
sites that lack such close European connections. Our radiocarbon tests
came up with substantially different date ranges compared with previous
estimates that were based on the presence or absence of various
European goods.

For example, the Jean-Baptiste Lainé, or Mantle, site northeast of
Toronto is currently the largest and most complex Iroquoian village
excavated in Ontario. Excavated between 2003–2005, archaeologists
dated the site to 1500–1530 because it lacks most trade goods and had
just three European-source metal objects. But our radiocarbon dating
now places it between about 1586 and 1623, most likely 1599-1614.
That means previous dates were off the mark by as much as 50 to 100
years.

Other sites belonging to this same ancestral Wendat community are also
more recent than previously assumed. For example, a site called Draper
was conventionally dated to the second half of the 1400s, but
radiocarbon dating places it at least 50 years later, between 1521 and
1557. Several other Ontario Iroquoian sites lacking large trade good
assemblages vary by several decades to around 50 years or so from
conventional dates based on our work.

My colleagues and I have also investigated a number of sites in the
Mohawk Valley, in New York state. During the 16th and early 17th
centuries, the Mohawk and Hudson Rivers formed a key transport route
from the Atlantic coast inland for Europeans and their trade goods.
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https://rowman.com/ISBN/9780759121010/The-Mantle-Site-An-Archaeological-History-of-an-Ancestral-Wendat-Community
http://asiheritage.ca/publication/mantle-site/
https://phys.org/tags/radiocarbon+dating/
https://doi.org/10.1126/sciadv.aav0280
https://doi.org/10.1017/aaq.2019.60


 

Again, we found that radiocarbon dating casts doubt on the conventional
time frame attributed to a number of sites in the area.

  
 

  

Centuries-old maize sample, ready to be radiocarbon dated. Credit: Eva Wild,
CC BY-ND

Biases that led to misguided timelines

Why was some of the previous chronology wrong?

The answer seems to be that scholars viewed the topic through a
pervasive colonial lens. Researchers mistakenly assumed that trade goods
were equally available, and desired, all over the region, and considered
all indigenous groups as the same.
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https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0226334
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0226334


 

To the contrary, it was Wendat custom, for example, that the lineage
whose members first discovered a trade route claimed rights to it. Such
"ownership" could be a source of power and status. Thus it would make
sense to see uneven distributions of certain trade goods, as mediated by
the controlling groups. Some people were "in," with access, and others
may have been "out."

Ethnohistoric records indicate cases of indigenous groups rejecting
contact with Europeans and their goods. For example, Jesuit missionaries
described an entire village no longer using French kettles because the
foreigners and their goods were blamed for disease.

  
 

  

Sturt Manning examining a sample in the Cornell Tree Ring Laboratory. Credit:
Chris Kitchen/Cornell University, CC BY-ND
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https://www.mqup.ca/children-of-aataentsic%E2%80%94the-products-9780773506275.php
https://www.wyandotte-nation.org/culture/history/published/native-peoples/
https://doi.org/10.4000/palethnologie.482
http://moses.creighton.edu/kripke/jesuitrelations/relations_15.html
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/


 

There are other reasons European goods do or do not show up in the
archaeological record. How near or far a place was from transport
routes, and local politics, both within and between groups, could play a
role. Whether Europeans made direct contact, or there were only indirect
links, could affect availability. Objects used and kept in settlements
could also vary from those intentionally buried in cemeteries.

Above all, the majority of sites are only partly investigated at best, some
are as yet unknown. And sadly the archaeological record is affected by
the looting and destruction of sites.

Only a direct dating approach removes the Eurocentric and historical
lens, allowing an independent time frame for sites and past narratives.

Effects of re-dating indigenous history

Apart from changing the dates for textbooks and museum displays, the
re-dating of a number of Iroquoian sites raises major questions about the
social, political and economic history of indigenous communities.

For example, conventionally, researchers place the start of a shift to
larger and fortified communities, and evidence of increased conflict, in
the mid-15th century.

However, our radiocarbon dates find that some of the key sites are from
a century later, dating from the mid-16th to start of the 17th centuries.
The timing raises questions of whether and how early contacts with
Europeans did or did not play a role. This period was also during the
peak of what's called the Little Ice Age, perhaps indicating the changes
in indigenous settlements have some association with climate challenge.

Our new radiocarbon dates indicate the correct time frame; they pose,
but do not answer, many other remaining questions.

10/11

https://time.com/4946501/colonial-america-climate-change/
https://time.com/4946501/colonial-america-climate-change/


 

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.

Provided by The Conversation

Citation: Archaeologists have a lot of dates wrong for North American indigenous history – but
new techniques are correcting it (2020, April 29) retrieved 26 April 2024 from 
https://phys.org/news/2020-04-archaeologists-lot-dates-wrong-north.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

11/11

https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/archaeologists-have-a-lot-of-dates-wrong-for-north-american-indigenous-history-but-were-using-new-techniques-to-get-it-right-129422
https://phys.org/news/2020-04-archaeologists-lot-dates-wrong-north.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

