
  

The First Americans –so-called “Paleoindians” 
– were the earliest hunters and gatherers to settle in 
the southwestern U.S. and northwestern Mexico. 
They lived at a time when the climate was substan-
tially different than today; generally cooler and wet-
ter. Rivers carried more water and there were more 
and larger lakes scattered across the region. Another 
significant characteristic of this time was presence 
of now extinct “megafauna” – large mammals such 
as mammoth, mastodon, horse, camel, dire wolf, 
and several big cats and bears. The best-known 
characteristic of the Paleoindian foragers is their 
stone tool technology. Archaeological research 

shows that the earliest known Paleoindian groups 
from 13,500-13,000 calibrated years Before Present 
(CYBP) were makers of Clovis projectile points. 
Clovis foragers were not common in the region but 
chance discoveries revealed several Clovis kill sites 
with the remains of mammoth and other extinct me-
gafauna. 

The presence of younger Paleoindian sites var-
ies considerably across the region. There are few 
such sites in southern Arizona and Sonora but they 
are relatively common on the Colorado Plateau of 
northern Arizona and northwestern New Mexico, 
and are locally quite dense along the greater Rio 
Grande Valley of New Mexico and southern Colo-
rado. Artifacts of Folsom foragers (13,000-12,000 
CYBP) who followed the Clovis people are particu-
larly common in basins of the Rio Grande. By Fol-
som time most of the megafauna were extinct. The 
best know survivor was Bison Antiquus, and Folsom 
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people apparently became expert hunters of these 
now-extinct, large bison. Folsom bison kills are well 
documented on the Great Plains but unknown in the 
Southwest because buried, intact Folsom sites are very 
rare and poorly preserved here. Younger “Late 
Paleoindian” sites (12,500-11,000 CABP) also are 
known from the Rio Grande region but 

seem to be fewer than Folsom. 
By late Paleoindian times the climate was signi-

ficantly warmer and drier than during Clovis or 
Folsom periods. Human adaptive behavior was likely 
shifting toward more sedentary “Archaic” lifestyles 
with increased focus on plant gathering and use of 
local resources.

     month’s guest presenter Vance T. Holliday, Ph.D., attended The University of  
Texas to study archaeology (BA 1972). By the time he was at Texas Tech for an MA 
in Museum Science (1977) and to work on the Lubbock Lake archaeological project, 
his interests expanded to soils, landscapes, and geology. At the same time, his work at 
Lubbock Lake was bringing him into contact with research into the Paleoindian popu-
lations on the Great Plains. The result of these interests was a Ph.D. in Geology from 
the University of Colorado (1982). His professional career, which started at the Uni-
versity of Wisconsin (1986-2002), is largely devoted to reconstructing and interpre-

ting the landscapes and environments in which Paleoindians lived, and how these conditions evolved, initially on the 
Great Plains. This interest culminated in his joining The University of Arizona faculty in 2002 to direct the Argonaut 
Archaeological Research Fund (AARF), which is devoted to research on the geoarchaeology of the Paleoindian peo-
ple of the Southwest. Since then Dr. Holiday has been a professor in The University of Arizona’s Departments of 
Anthropology and Geosciences, and Adjunct Professor in Geography & Regional Development. Outside the Plains 
and the Southwest his fieldwork has included early sites in Argentina and Paleolithic sites in Russia and Ukraine. 

Honors include the Archaeological Geology Award of the Geological Society of America (GSA), the GSA’s 
Kirk Bryan Award, and in 2018 the Society for American Archaeology’s Fryxell Award for Interdisciplinary 
Research. He has authored Paleoindian Geoarchaeology of the Southern High Plains and two other books and has 
co-edited four others including the Encyclopedia of Geoarchaeology and Plainview: Enigmatic Paleoindian Artifact 
Style of the Great Plains. He also has published numerous journal articles and book chapters on Pleistocene and 
Holocene geology and soils, geoarchaeology, and Paleoindian archaeology.

Contact 
Old Pueblo 

Archaeology Center 
for reservations:

info@oldpueblo.org 
or 

520-798-1201

 (Please DO NOT 
call the restaurant 
for reservations.) 

The Third Thursday Food for Thought dinner 
and presentation will be held at 

U-Like Oriental Buffet Restaurant
5101 N. Oracle Rd., Tucson

Photographs provided by Vance T. Holliday

mailto:info@oldpueblo.org

