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~ Mexico had stumbled across a cache
of big ancient bones, he dropped ev-
‘erything and grabbed the first west-
bound train. At the time—November
1932—H0ward was an archaeology

sity of Penn_sylvama Museum, He
had been working for a few years in
the Southwest and had seen his col-

leagues inthis 1ntensely competitive

profes51 n snatch dlSCOVQI’IeS from

, ose. Days later, he was in
 Clovis , New Mexico, per suading the -

'landownel s to let him excavate.

Howard launched his field project

i the site the following summer,

_soon uncovering what he called the
 “matted masses of bones of mam-
moth.” Mixed in with the bones were
slendel ﬁnger long spear points—
_Clov1s points, as they are called to-
day—which Howard carefully left in

converged on Clovis and bore wi
ness to the discovery.

Clovis points are Wholly, ist Y
Chipped from j Jasper, cher
and otherfine, brlttle sto
-a lance-shaped tip an

*  When Edgar B. Howard heard

that a road crew in eastern New

' research associate at the Umvel- -

~ place. Eminent researchers quickly

serted into spear shafts. Typically
‘about four incheslongandathirdofan
~ inch thick, they were sleek and often -
beautifully made. After discovering |
Clovis points in New Mexico, Howard;, :
and otherslooked for traces ofthemin
_collections of artifacts from Siberia,
the origin ofthe first Americans. None
- have ever been found. Clovis points, it
. seems, were an American invention—

perhaps the first American invention.

More than 10,000 Clovis pointshave

been discoVeijed, scattered in 1,500

locations throughout most of North
America; Clovis points, or something o
. similar, have turned up as far south
" as Venezuela. They seem to have ma-
terialized suddenly, by alchaeologlcal

standards, and spread fast. The oldest

_ securely dated points, discovered in
_ Texas, trace back 13,500 years. Ina

few centuries they show up everywhere

;7 ﬁ'pm Florida to Montana, from Penn-
~ sylvania to Washington State.

- Care must be taken: Dating stone
objects is difficult, and the results are

: 'subject to controversy (the timeline

%

' ¢.13,000 years old « Natural History Museum
Beautzfully crafted blades point to Amemca firs

~ ety. The near-simultaneous advent

§ ’

here is from a widely cited 2:907" ar-

ticle in Sczence by Michael R. Waters :

of Texas A&M and Thomas W. Staf-
ford Jr., who then operated a private
archaeologlcal lab in Colorado) Even
when dates are estabhshed they are

noteasy tointerpret. Becausetartlfact .
styles—fm ms of pbttery,’toolS‘ spear
points—can change arbitrarily, one
can’t say that a particular style nec-

essarily represents a particular efal

of Clovis points might represent t
swift adoption of an improved tech

nologyby differentgroups, ratherthan
' the spread of one group. Still, most
| researchers believe that the rapidf"?’»
dissemination of Clovis points is ev-
: ;dence that a single way of life—the |
Clov1s culture—swept across the con- ,:
tlnent in a flash. No other eulture has
- dominated so much of the Amerlcas -
So quickly did Clov1s plohfelate i
that researchers imagined it must

be the first truly American culture,

the people who took fire and spear '
across landscapes empty of human-
kind. But others kept offering data
that the Americas were inhabited be-

fore Clovis. The vituperative debate

- ended only When ‘strong ev1dence for.

a pre- Clov1s settlement turned u
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vis sites followed, notably a cave in
Oregon with fossilized human excre-
ment identified by DNA analysis and
“dated by accelerator mass spectrom-
etry. Little is understood about these
early peoples. Clovis may no longer be
the oldest Ameriéan culture, butitre-
mainsthe oldest American culture we
know much about.
Initially discovered between the rib
bones of large, extinct mammals, Clo-
vis points were long viewed as hunting
tools. Similarly, it was thought that the
Clovis culture focused on hunting big
game—“Pleistocene megafauna.” To
this day, countless museum diora-
mas portray doughty paleo-Indian

men thrusting spears in the faces

of mammoths, mastodons and sa-
ber-toothed tigers. Women and
childrenlurk atthe edges, hoping
the hunters will survive. Later

archaeologists questioned this |
picture. Chasing after giant

beasts with stic
stones is dang

vid Meltzer of Southern Methodist
University seai'chedthrough datafrom
scores of Clovis sitesfor evidence of hu-
mans killing big animals (butchered
bones, forinstance). In only 14 did they
find evidence of hunting—or, possibly,
“hunting,” since at several of the sites
people seemed to have killed animals
at water holes that were already near
death. “Pitiful,” Meltzer joked in First
Peoples in a New World, his history
of America’s first colonization. To-
day it appears likely that Clovis peo-
ple depended mostly on foraging for
plants, hunting small mammals and,
probably, fishing. Along with scrapers,

_blades, drills and needles, the Clovis

point was part of a generalized tool
kit—the Leatherman of the ancient
world—that human beings used to
flood into a still-new land.




