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The First Americans
At a time of  their first contact with Europeans, millions of  American Indians - 
the first inhabitants of  North America - lived throughout the Continent in 
hundreds of  social groups called tribes. They spoke more than 1,000 different 
languages and dialects. In each geographical region, American Indian people 
made the most of  their environment to survive - and thrive.



Culture Areas
Although each American Indian tribe had its own 
unique customs and beliefs… 

…the geography of  their tribal homelands… 

…whether baking-hot desert, dense forest, grassy plain, 
or fertile river valley… 

…meant that tribes living near each other shared similar 
ways of  life. 

This is why anthropologists who study native North 
Americans have divided tribes into culture areas… 

…as shown on the map.



American Indian 
Cultural Areas

George Catlin’s Paintings from the early 
1800s captured  tribal life before the full 
impact of  European settlement was 
understood.  
     The painting above shows how horses, 
brought to the New World by Spanish 
explorers, made it much easier for American 
Indians to hunt Buffalo, a major source of  
food and leather.



Northeast Woodlands
Most natives of  this culture area… 

…made up of  New England and the lands surrounding the Great 
Lakes… 

…live by both h hunting and farming. 

The tribes of  this region were splint into two groups… 

…by their language. 

The Algonquin-language tribes included the Huron… 

the Narragansett, and the Powhatan of  Virginia. 

The Iroquois group, a powerful union of  tribes base in what is now 
New York,,, 

…included Mohawk, Oneida, and Seneca.



Some Northeastern Tribespeople 
lived in ‘Longhouses,’ sturdy, wood-
framed structures built for several 
families. The dense forests in the area 
provided plenty of  wood for houses and 
stockades.



The Five tribes of  the Iroquois - the Seneca, Cayuga, Mohawk, Oneida, and 
Oncondaga - were frequently at war, battling one another, as well as the 
Algonquins. According to legend, a Mohawk leader named Hiawatha proposed a 
Treaty of  Unity among the Iroquois tribes. 
     This union, or league, not only ended fighting, but also helped the Iroquois 
become powerful and strong, which became especially important in their later 
dealings with European settlers. Women played an important part in the way the 
new league was organized - and ruled. 
     A “Fireside,” made up of  a woman and her children was the smallest tribal 
unit. Several firesides together made up the nation. Women picked men to 
represent the Clan, and they named 50 Chiefs, or sachems, who made up the 
ruling council.

The League of  The Iroquois

Famous Iriquois Chief  of  the 
Iroquois League, Red Jacket 
(middle), political negotiator and 
critic of  the European Religion, 
speaking to a crowd.



False Face Masks like this one were 
carved from the wood of  a living tree; 
the masks’ features were inspired by 
dreams. The False Face Society was a 
group of  powerful Iroquois healers.



Southeast Woodlands
Most of  the tribes who lived around the Gulf  of  Mexico spoke 
the Muskogean family languages. 

Some tribes - such as the Creek… 

…Choctaw… 

and Seminole… 

…farmed, but all relied on hunting and gathering of  wild foods. 

To obtain what they could not grow… 

…kill… 

…or catch, they traded with other tribes, sometimes traveling as 
far as The Greek Lakes Regions.



A Creek Tribal Council House 
was made of  mud walls and a roof  
framed in tree trunks with birch 
bark “shingles.” There was only 
one door and no windows, to 
ensure that the council meetings 
were private.

Strips of  birch bark laid in 
sheets on the roof, to give extra 
protection from heavy rains.

Wall made of  dried mud, 
smoothed onto a frame of  
wooden pines

Entrance leading into the 
windowless house.



Southwest
The rocky mesas and desert plains of  the 
Southwest made a beautiful… 

…but dry, home. 

Because there were few trees to use for building, 

…the Pueblo tribes who lived there (including the 
Hopi, Zuni, and Acoma)… 

…built villages of  stone or of  a sun-dried mixture 
of  mud and water called adobe.



Southwest
The Kiva - an underground room (left) 
for special ceremonies - was the center  of  
community life. 

Their Pottery (below) and weaving 
were among the finest in North America. 
Zuni pots were/are decorated with images 
various surroundings. 

Navajo Serapes like the one lower 
left - usually featured intricate geometric 
designs. The Navajo originally learned 
weaving techniques from the Pueblos in the 
late 1600s, shortly after the Spanish 
Settlers introduced sheep into the 
Southwest.



Southwest

Tribespeople grew corn, beans, 
squash, and cotton, using irrigation to 
bring water to the desert.



Great Plains
The tribes of  the Great Plains lived in an area West of  the 
Mississippi River… 

…from Canada to present-day Texas… 

…the Sioux and Cheyenne in the north… 

…the Comanche in the south… 

…and Pawnee and Arapahoin between. 

Everything they needed to survive… 

…from food to clothing and shelter… 

…came from the huge herds of  Buffalo that roamed the 
grasslands of  the central plains.



Great Plains
The entire tribe took part in the hunt… 

…a noisy group of  children drove the herd over a cliff… 

…where the men moved in for the kill with spears or 
bows and arrows… 

…the women followed with knives and scrapers fo 
butcher the beasts for meat… 

…saving select bones and sinew to shape into tools or 
weapons. 

Buffalo hides were used to make clothing as well as the 
coverings of  portable tent-like dwellings called tepees.



Head-Smashed-In Buffalo Jump, in southern Wyoming.

Buffalo being chased off  a cliff, painted by Alfred Jacob Miller 
in the late 19th century. Sometimes, Groups of  Plains 
Children would wave blankets and bang spears to force a 
herd of  buffalo to stampede over a cliff, where men, 
waiting below, would wait to finish them off.

The Sunset Route, Mile Creek Canyon Buffalo 
jump site, 3 miles east of  Langtry, Texas.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Head-Smashed-In_Buffalo_Jump
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alfred_Jacob_Miller


Far West
The Great Basin… 

…a vast desert located between the Rocky Mountain 
and the Sierra Nevada… 

…was home to the Shoshone, Ute, and other tribes. 

There were few crops or large game animals… 

…but the people survived by roaming the basin in 
small bands… 

…gathering wild food and small animals… 

…such as rabbits, squirrels, and snakes.



Far West
The women wove some of  the 
most durable and decorative 
baskets (right) in all of  North 
America… 

…perfect for people on the 
move. 

Across the mountains in 
California… 

…the Hupa, Pomo, Chumash, 
and other tribes also made 
baskets (right)… 

…which they used to gather 
acorns and other food. 



Northwest Coast
The tribes of  the Pacific Coast lived among towering 
trees and great fishing waters. 

The people there… 

…Tlingit, Kwakitutl, Chinook, and others… 

…didn't farm. 

Instead, they lived off  large game animals… 

…like deer and caribou… 

…and fished in streams full of  spawning Salmon.



Northwest Coast
They used the abundant trees to build large… 

…wood plank houses; carve totem poles showing the 
symbols of  their families… 

…from ancestors to guardian animal spirits… 

…and make wooden canoes sturdy enough for hunting 
whales. 

Their cloth and blankets were made of  pounded 
bark… 

…which they decorated beautifully.



Each Ring on This Leaders Carved Wooden hat 
represents one potlatch - a lavish feast in which the 
host gave away hundreds of  gifts. 
     A man who wore a hat with many rings would be 
given great respect in Tlingit society. 
     A Tlingit Fighting Knife (right), with an iron 
blade and an intricately carved ivory handle inlaid 
with bits of  shell, was tied to the wrist with a leather 
strap.



Totem Pole Village

Totem Pole Villages like this one 
included carved totems recording 
family history and each family’s 
relationship to powerful animal 
spirits.




