
Beads

Foods 

Families hunted and gathered 
a wide variety of wild foods 
including acorns, hickory 
nuts, pecans, walnuts, 
sunflower seeds, muscadines, 
persimmons, wild grass 
seeds, huckleberries, and 
elderberries. They caught 
drum, white perch, gar, 
catfish, bass, turtles, snakes, 
freshwater mussels, and 
aquatic snails for food. 
Hunters sought ducks, geese, 
squirrels, rabbits, raccoons, 
opossums, rodents, and 
deer. To cook their food, they 
heated stones or used fired 
clay blocks.

Artifact photographs courtesy of Dennis Jones, Jeff Girard, and R. Christopher Goodwin and Associates.

settlements

As early as 5000 BCE, Native people 
built earthen mounds throughout the 
eastern part of Louisiana. Usually, these 
mounds were in small groups and had 
rounded tops. In northeastern Louisiana, 
however, they built a group of 11 mounds 
connected by eight ridges, forming an 
oval nearly 1,000 feet across. 
 

 

Several households lived together in a group. They 
moved from time to time, but they stayed longer in one 
place than people did in the past. They sometimes built 
structures with walls made of posts standing upright in the 

ground. Branches, hides, or thatch covered the walls and 
roofs. They used these buildings as houses or for special 
ceremonies. Sometimes they built a mound in an area 
where a building once stood.

artiFacts

Native people made fired clay objects, many 
shaped like blocks. They used these blocks for 
cooking and for heating stone to make it easier to 
shape or carve. Artisans also carved beads from 
stone. Some were tube-shaped, others in the form 
of animals like frogs and locusts.

Hunters made many different styles of stone 
points. These points fit on the ends of cane or 
wood darts, which they hurled with 
spear throwers, called 
atlatls. 

Native people used 
stones for cracking 
and grinding nuts and 
seeds. They made 
smooth, ground stone 
axes and other tools.  
Some tools they 
made from different 
materials, such as 
bone.

clay Blocks

GroUnd stone aXes

Bone tools

s  Location of known 
archaeological sites 
during this period.

8000 – 1700 BCE

Watson Brake, 3500-2800 BCE, Ouachita Parish.  Painting by Steven Patricia.
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5000 BCE village and landscape.  Painting by Herb Roe.

Watson Brake
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Louisiana’s first people 
arrived sometime before 
13,000 BCE. Over 
thousands of years, their 
ancestors voyaged over 
land and water into North 
America. At that time, 
Louisiana’s climate was 
cooler and wetter. Forests 
covered more land, the sea 
was much lower, and the 
coast lay 100 miles farther 
south. Large mammals, 
such as mastodon and 
giant bison, lived here.

 

Foods

The early communities moved frequently, 
traveling long distances in search of food. 
Family groups got their food by hunting 
animals and gathering plants such as 
nuts, seeds, and berries. Mastadon and 
giant bison provided lots of meat but were 
harder to hunt. Birds, deer, fish, squirrels, 
and turtles were easier to hunt and the 
most common source of meat. 

By 8000 BCE, the climate was warmer 
and drier. The sea levels were rising 
and large animals like mastodon were 
becoming extinct. 

Artifact photographs courtesy of Jeff Girard and the Joint Readiness Training Center, Fort Polk.

Families cooked food over a campfire, made clothes 
from animal skins, and crafted tools from stone, wood, 
and bone. Hunters used darts and spear throwers, called 
atlatls, to hunt animals. Families used stone scrapers to 
prepare hides and to shape bone and wood. They made 
adzes, axes, and other stone tools to build with and for 
shaping bone, wood, and other local materials.

artiFacts 

BiG sandy Point

clovis Point

anGostUra Point
san Patrice Points

s  

shoreline 20,000 years aGo

settlements 

The early people were few in number and probably 
lived in small family or multi-family groups. These 
groups moved frequently as they explored and 
searched for food. Families made shelters out of 
hides or woven mats made from plants. 

Two or more families could share a campsite. 
When food became scarce in one area, people 
moved to a new place, seasonally changing 
campsites but staying within broad territories. 

stone scraPers

Location of known 
archaeological sites 
during this period.

15,000 – 8000 BCE
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Early Louisiana landscape. Painting by Herb Roe.
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Poverty Point world heritaGe site

Native peoples in eastern Louisiana built 
earthen mounds during this period. The 
Poverty Point site, built and occupied 
over 600 years, has the largest group of 
mounds and ridges for its age. People 
from nearby communities gathered at the 
site for special occasions.
 

Poverty Point is a World Heritage Site, a National 
Historic Landmark, and a Louisiana State Park in 
northeast Louisiana. The name “Poverty Point” comes 
from a plantation located there in the 1800s. An open 

plaza, surrounded by six C-shaped ridges, covers 
about 43 acres. Located outside the ridges, Mound A is 
the biggest mound on the site. It is one of the largest 
built earthen mounds in North America.  

Foods

Residents worked, cooked, and built small houses 
on the ridges at Poverty Point. They ate a wide 
range of animals and plants such as hickory nuts, 
persimmons, fish, deer, and turtles. To cook, they 
put heated cooking balls and food into pits dug in the 
ground, making earth ovens.

artiFacts 

ePPs Points

Hunters attached stone projectile points to 
wooden or cane shafts and threw them 
with atlatls, or spear throwers. Weights 
attached to atlatls provided balance while 
throwing. Native people also produced 
thousands of small stone blades (called 
microliths) for cutting and shaping stone, 
bone, and wood. Other stone tools 
included knives, scrapers, drills, and hoes.

trade 

Stone and minerals 
came from as far 
away as the Midwest 
and the Appalachian 
Mountains. Native 
people used these 
materials to make 
tools, beads, and other 
objects. Poverty Point’s 
trade brought in about 
seventy tons of stone 
from other regions.

Poverty Point

 Poverty Point oBjects

FiGUrines

The people at Poverty 
Point added water 
to local soil to form 
objects of different 
shapes and sizes. 
With no local stone 
available for heating 
or cooking their food, 
they made cooking balls 
(called Poverty Point Objects) 
of many different shapes and baked 
them in fires. They also made ceramic 
human figurines.

Beads, BUttons, and Pendants

atlatl weiGht PlUmmets

Stoneworkers chiseled 
steatite, also known as 
soapstone, into bowls. 
Artisans created beads, 
buttons, and pendants 
from a variety of 
materials. Native people 
shaped minerals like iron 
ore into plummets, which 
they may have used 
as weights on weaving 
looms and fishing nets.

soaPstone Bowl

Artifact photographs courtesy of Diana Greenlee and Jenny Ellerbe.

s  Location of known 
archaeological sites 
during this period.

1700 – 1100 BCE

Poverty Point, 1700-1100 BCE, West Carroll Parish.  Painting by Martin Pate, courtesy of Louisiana Office of State Parks.
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BILLY NUNGESSER Hunting deer with an atlatl.  Painting by Martin Pate, 

courtesy of Louisiana Office of State Parks.

Fishing with nets.  Painting by Martin Pate, courtesy of Louisiana Office of State Parks.
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Ceramic pottery containers became 
common household objects during 
this period. Native people also 
experimented with raising squash and 
gourds to eat and use. Mounds and 
pottery styles were similar to those 
found in the Hopewell culture, located 
near present-day Ohio.

settlements 

Earlier people moved throughout 
the year to be closer to game 
and seasonal food sources. They 
often lived in areas with plentiful 
resources. By 100 BCE, they 
began to build cone-shaped burial 
mounds and some flat-topped 
mounds. Leaders conducted 
religious activities on the mounds 
and sometimes lived on them. 

marksville 
site

The Marksville site 
is a National Historic 
Landmark in Avoyelles 
Parish. The C-shaped 
earthen ridge encloses 
six mounds and a 
40-acre plaza. 
Built and used between 
1 – 400 CE, it is one of 
the largest sites of this 
period in Louisiana.

artiFacts 

decorated jar

By 500 BCE, Native people made many 
pottery containers for cooking, storing 
food, and other uses. At first, the pots 
were thick and broke easily. Later 
on, they made thinner, longer lasting 
pots. Some containers had detailed 
decorations drawn, punched, or carved 
with sticks. These designs were 
similar to those made in the Midwest. 

Gary Point

Bone Fishhooks

Stone dart points and other 
tools were similar to those their 
ancestors used. Hunters still 
used the atlatl to throw darts at 
animals. Native people crafted 
many tools like fishhooks and 
projectile points from bone. 

cordaGe

smokinG PiPes

Artifact photographs courtesy of Earth-Search, Inc., Jenna Kuttruff, and R. Christopher Goodwin and Associates.

Bone Projectile Points

atlatl hook

People with special 
positions or roles often 
used jewelry and other 
items to show their high 
rank. From about 100 
BCE to 300 CE, people in 
this region traded with the 
Hopewell culture of Ohio. 
The groups shared similar 
status symbols. In both 
areas, they buried these 
items with the dead. Some 
of the objects were beads, 
copper bracelets, animal 
tooth pendants, pottery 
pipes, and shells. They 
also used plant fibers 
to make cordage and 
textiles.

Foods

Throughout this period, wild foods 
supplied the bulk of the Native people’s 
diet. In coastal areas, they collected 
brackish water clams in large numbers. 
Fish, deer, muskrats, and turtles were 
important sources 
of meat. Families 
gathered and also 
ate wild grapes, 
wild plums, hickory 
nuts, acorns, 
persimmons, 
palmetto fruits, 
pigweed, and 
amaranth.

s  Location of known 
archaeological sites 
during this period.

1000 BCE – 500 CE
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A Marksville period village.  Painting by Martin Pate.

Hunting deer with an atlatl. Illustration by Paula McIver.
Marksville Site, 1-400 CE, Avoyelles Parish.  Painting by Martin Pate.

cookinG or storaGe jar

decorated Bowl
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During this period, villages were larger 
than before and often near major rivers. 
Many Native people now settled into 
villages for long periods. They continued 
visiting and trading with each other 
while keeping their own languages 
and customs. This period ended when 
European explorers and settlers arrived 
in the area.

settlements 

Most families lived in their villages 
all year round. Often, a village 
consisted of groups of houses 
scattered along a river for a mile 
or more. Some villages had flat-
topped mounds nearby where 
priests or rulers led ceremonies.

artiFacts 

Some groups continued 
using the dart and 
atlatl, but most began 
using the bow and 
arrow. Native people 
made most arrow 
points from stone but 
they also used bone 
and garfish scales. 
Artisans continued 
making stone tools 
for cutting, scraping, 
perforating, chopping, 
and grinding. They also 
made wood, shell, and 
bone tools.

Artifact photographs courtesy of Jeff Girard, Joint Readiness Training Center, Fort Polk, and R. Christopher Goodwin and Associates.

Louisiana archaeologists find the 
first evidence for dugout canoes 
in this period, although Native 
people used canoes in earlier 
times. Made from a single log, 
usually cypress, each canoe 
sometimes took months to create. 
Canoes allowed people to travel 
by water to hunt, fish, trade, and 
visit other villages. Native people 
used various creeks, bayous, 
rivers, and other bodies of water 
as trails to connect lands and 
communities to each other.

Native people 
continued making 
pottery in the shapes 
of jars, bowls, and bottles. 
These containers had designs 
drawn, brushed, stamped, or 
engraved in the clay with more 
detail than before.  Potters 
living in different parts of the 
state made specific styles 
of pots. They also made 
tobacco pipes, ear spools, and 
figurines of pottery.

Foods

Some communities 
began raising garden 
plants such as corn, 
squash, and beans. 
Native people continued 
hunting, fishing, 
collecting shellfish, and 
gathering wild plant 
foods during this period.

s  Location of known 
archaeological sites 
during this period.

500 – 1500 CE

Pritchard Landing, 900-1050 CE, Catahoula Parish. Painting by Martin Pate, courtesy of National Park Service, Southeastern Archeological Center.

Pritchard Landing
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Plain Bowl

decorated jars

Drawings of vessel decorations. Illustrations by Easty Lambert-Brown.Hunting a deer with a bow and arrow. Painting by Margaret Humphris.

Carving a dugout canoe. 
Painting by Margaret Humphris.
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1500s – 1700s

American Indians in Louisiana first met Europeans in the 
1500s. As time passed, they adjusted to changes brought by 
the explorers and settlers. Many Tribes made agreements with 
colonial governments for trade and support. American Indians 
traded for clothing, metal cooking pots, and tools. Settlers 
traded for hides, salt, horses, and more.

In the 1600s and early 1700s, conflicts arose in the eastern U.S. 
between some Tribes and colonists. In the late 1700s, some 
Native Americans moved west to avoid more conflict. Many Tribes 
moved into Louisiana. Some allied with communities still living on 
their ancestral lands. Others disagreed over land and resources.

today

The U.S. government recognizes 
four Tribes in Louisiana. This 
status provides important rights 
and responsibilities. Each Tribe 
has a reservation where many, 
but not all, of its citizens live. 
They also receive access to 
government services and control 
over their trust lands. Nine other federally recognized 
Tribes in the U.S. have ancestral ties to Louisiana.

Louisiana also has eleven state-recognized tribes. State 
recognition does not provide land or legal rights. It does 
affirm tribal status for state purposes, and tribal members 
qualify for some educational and health benefits. Other 
groups continue working toward recognition.

1800s – 1900s 
American settlers moving west in the 1800s pushed more 
American Indians from their home lands. Some chose to 
leave, but conflicts with settlers forced many to move. They 
took different paths into the state and lived in different 
places. Many groups moved frequently, struggling to find 
vacant land to live on. 
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In the early 1900s, U.S. policy tried to reduce and 
even destroy Tribes. American Indians resisted this 
effort. They worked to protect their culture, history, and 
traditions. In the 1970s, the U.S. changed its position 

to support tribal self-
determination. They 
began to recognize 
Tribes as sovereign 
nations. Tribes 
must document 
their history and 
genealogy to gain 
recognition.
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Chief Stimafukchee, 
1790, Coushatta 
Tribe of Louisiana.

Choctaw Palmetto House, Bayou Lacombe, ca. 1881. Courtesy of National 
Anthropological Archives, Smithsonian Institution.

Choctaw Village near the Chefuncte. Gift of the Estate of Belle J. Bushnell, 1941. Courtesy 
of the Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard University, 41-72-10/27.

Sauvage Matachez en 
Guerrier (Natchez War 
Chief), Nouvelle Orleans. 
Gift of the Estate of 
Belle J. Bushnell, 1941.  
Courtesy of the Peabody 
Museum of Archaeology 
and Ethnology, Harvard 
University, 41-72-10/18.

Alfred Boisseau, Louisiana Indians Walking Along a Bayou, The New Orleans 
Museum of Art: Gift of William E. Groves, 56.34.

Desseins de Sauvages de Plusieurs Nations (Drawing 
of Indians of Several Nations) Gift of the Estate of 
Belle J. Bushnell, 1941. Courtesy of the Peabody 
Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard 
University, 41-72-10/20.

American Indians lived in Louisiana for 
thousands of years. Their lives changed 
dramatically when Europeans and 
enslaved Africans arrived. Europeans 
brought new ideas and materials with 
them. They also brought different 
diseases, slavery, and warfare. American 
Indians strived to live with Europeans 
while keeping their culture and traditions. 

Today, American Indians live across Louisiana. They have 
jobs in all areas of agriculture, business, education, and 
industry. Tribes keep strong ties to the land we now call 
the State of Louisiana. They pass their culture, history, and 
traditions on to each generation.

Ali Sylestine and Landon Daigle, Coushatta Tribe of Louisiana.

Ann Luster 
Robicheaux 
teaches Tehya 
the tradition of 
making spanish 
moss dolls, United 
Houma Nation

Louisiana’s American Indians, 500 CE to Today

Jena Band of Choctaw Tribal Staff.
Palmetto hut building demonstration by members Jared 
Crosby and Raymond Clark, United Houma Nation.

Viviann H. with chalk art 
project.  Hanma means 
“family” in Sitimaxa 
(Chitimacha). Chitimacha 
Tribe of Louisiana.

Ally B., Rikkiann C., and Zoe 
B. prepare thistle for blow 
gun darts. Chitimacha Tribe 
of Louisiana.
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Tribal communities, identified by 
Europeans, across the state during this period.

Tribal communities across the state 
during this period.

Tribes recognized in Louisiana today.
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