
Paleoindians in North America:
Evidence from PIDBA (Paleoindian Database of the Americas)

The Paleoindian Database of the Americas (PIDBA), available on-line at http://pidba.utk.edu, provides locational 
data on nearly 30,000 projectile points, attribute data on over 15,000 artifacts, and image data on over 6,000 

points from across North America. These samples document patterns of land and lithic raw material use, and the 
changes in numbers of artifacts over time may reflect demographic trends within the Paleoindian period. PIDBA 

grows through the contribution of primary data, and recent additions include radiometric and bibliographic  
databases, and updated distributional maps. Ongoing research is directed to adding images of artifacts, and  

compiling the attribute data into a single comprehensive database.

Introduction

Locational, attribute, and image data 
on Paleoindian materials from all across 
the Americas are continually being 
added to the PIDBA web site located 
at http://pidba.utk.edu. We encourage 
our colleagues to contribute to this ef-
fort by submitting information in hard 
copy or electronic form. All data and 
contributors will be fully referenced 
and acknowledged.

The PIDBA Sample as of 
April 2009

Locational data is currently posted on 
29,393 projectile points from Can-
ada, the United States, and Mexico 
(Figure 2), together with attribute/
measurement data for 15,254 arti-
facts (Table 1). A new development 
is the inclusion of images of artifacts, 
some 7000 of which have now been 
posted, providing an increasingly ro-
bust sample for researchers interested 
in exploring variability in early assem-
blages. PIDBA also has on-line files of 
radiocarbon dates and bibliographic 
references, as well as links to other 
Paleoindian web sites. 

Clovis and Untyped Fluted 
Point Occurrence
 
PIDBA originated in an effort to map the occur-
rence of fluted points over large areas, and exam-
ine morphological and temporal variation within 
these forms (Anderson 1990). Over time, many ar-
tifacts designated as ‘fluted’ have been re-classified 
into specific types, such as Clovis, Folsom, Cum-
berland, Barnes, etc., primarily in the Southeast 
and Great Plains. When Clovis and untyped ‘fluted 
forms’ are plotted (Figure 4), point concentrations 
and low density areas recognized in earlier studies 
seem to be holding up, but as more work occurs in 
a given area, new (lesser?) concentrations are also 
emerging, and fluted points are being found in 
areas where none were previously reported. A light 
scattering of fluted points appears to occur just 
about everywhere, in fact, although denser concen-
trations still appear to be restricted to areas around 
quarries, along or near major rivers, or at major 
ecotones. It is expected that as analysis proceeds, 
many of the ‘fluted’ points currently reported in 
the upper Midwest, Northeast, western Canada 
and Alaska, and possibly in California and the Great 
Basin, will prove to be post-Clovis in age. The distri-
bution of points typed as ‘Clovis’ in current surveys 
is more restricted (Figure 5), although classification 
is very uneven. Few Clovis points have been typed 
as such in the northern part of the continent.

Post-Clovis Projectile 
Point Distributions
                                
While it is possible to produce maps of many dif-
ferent Paleoindian point types using data in PID-
BA, reasonably complete samples only exist for a 
few types, such as Folsom, Suwannee-Simpson, 
and Cumberland (Figure 6). Cumberland points, 
most common in the Midsouth, when combined 
with Redstone, Barnes, and other full fluted or 
deeply indented based forms, appear to com-
prise a post-Clovis horizon over much of Eastern 
North America, although major gaps in coverage 
remain to be filled in. Interestingly, in the South-
east, where Paleoindian points have been care-
fully examined and typed in nearly every state, 
these later forms are uncommon, and the Su-
wannee-Simpson forms may be local equivalents. 

No evidence for a clinal change from western 
Folsom to Eastern full fluted forms is indicated, 
although this observation must be evaluated sta-
tistically. The seemingly distinctive stylistic break 
may be related to increasing population isolation 
due to drift(?), or perhaps to groups whose sub-
sistence or at least hunting/point-using adapta-
tions were primarily directed to Plains/bison as 
opposed to Eastern Woodlands/white tailed deer, 
respectively. The Eastern forms also appear to 
have been resharpened more, suggesting use as 
both points and knives, while Folsom assemblag-
es may have had distinct tool forms for cutting 
butchering activity.

Evidence for Range Extent and Possible  
Contraction Over Time?

In the lower Southeast the Paleoindian points have 
been carefully evaluated in the region east of the Mis-
sissippi River and south of Kentucky and Virginia (Figure 
7). Clovis points are found over much of the region, 
with a high incidence in the Tennessee and Cumber-
land drainages and along the Atlantic seaboard, and far 
fewer in the Gulf coastal Plain.

Lithic raw materials were used over areas up to several 
hundred kilometers in extent when Clovis points were 
being manufactured (Figure 8). In contrast, raw mate-
rial occurrence appears to be more geographically re-
stricted on presumably immediate post-Clovis (Figure 
9). A contraction in group ranges may have been oc-
curring, or perhaps in the area over which regular in-
teraction occurred. This pattern is matched in the much 
more geographically restricted occurrence of post-Clo-
vis projectile point forms like the Cumberland or Su-
wannee-Simpson types which, unlike Clovis, are found 
in greatest incidence within areas no more than a few 
hundred kilometers in extent.

Directions for the Future

The Paleoindian Database of the Americas (PIDBA) web 
site is a work in progress that we are continually expand-
ing. We enter data from recording sheets submitted by 
informants and from published sources as we find the ref-
erences. Details on how to submit information are found 
on the website.

The Paleoindian Site Database (PISD) is another compo-
nent of PIDBA, meant to compliment the projectile point 
data currently available on the site, which comes largely 
from private collections, museum assemblages, and un-
documented or generally unavailable sources. PISD is 
based entirely on published reports, grey literature, and 
state archaeological site files, and currently contains 
chronological, county-level locational and bibliographic 
information on over 2,350 Paleoindian and Early Archaic 
sites throughout Canada and the lower 48 states. Us-
ing the PIDBA and PISD data in concert will allow for the 
examination of Paleoindian land use on multiple levels, 
through site and artifact  distributions - and cross com-
parisons will also provide a means for identifying over- or 
under-represented regions or cultural complexes in each 
database.

The updated PIDBA site also contains an extensive down-
loadable bibliography (currently over 2,600 entries) broad-
ly concerned with the Paleoindian period in the Ameri-
cas.  In addition to site reports and assemblage analyses, 
related references include studies of Late Pleistocene and 
Early Holocene floral and faunal resources, paleoclimate, 
lithic outcrops and chemical sourcing of materials, mate-
rial culture and technology, chronology, geoarchaeology, 
mobility and landscapes, and general hunter-gatherer 
studies. While the focus is currently on sites and studies 
in Canada and the lower 48 states, we plan to eventually 
incorporate as many relevant references as possible from 
Alaska and Central and South America as well. As with all 
other aspects of PIDBA, we encourage contributions and 
will happily include any reference that can be obtained in 
printed form.

We are also actively cataloging published radiocarbon 
dates older than 5,000C 14C yr BP. To date, we have re-
corded ~700 samples from across North America. 

While our efforts to date have been directed to Clovis 
and immediate post-Clovis projectile point forms, we are 
expanding the scope of PIDBA to include other artifact 
categories, and later Paleoindian and Early Archaic point 
forms. As our samples increase, patterning in the distribu-
tion of Dalton and other forms over the region will come 
to light that will help us better understand life during 
these periods (Figure 13).

Distributional Evidence:
Methods and Biases

The PIDBA dataset allows researchers to exam-
ine the distribution of artifacts at varying scales 
of resolution. Currently the locational data that 
is posted and available for mapping purposes is 
based on county, parish, or other political unit 
centroids in the United States, Mexico, and por-
tions of Canada; in portions of western Canada, 
the centroids of Borden recording grid cells are 
also employed. While more specific locational 
data is available from some of the material that 
has been recorded, and a site database is cur-
rently under development, this information is 
not posted, primarily to ensure the locations re-
main secure. For the same reason, curation infor-
mation is restricted to materials in public reposi-
tories; while the names of owners of material in 
private hands are recorded, they are not posted.

Distributional maps produced using PIDBA data 
can be used to suggest where past peoples were 
located on the landscape and in what incidence. 
Some areas were clearly favored, while others 
were apparently avoided. Complicating analy-
ses, however, are problems of sample bias and 
representativeness, which is influenced by fac-
tors such as the extent of prior collection and 
recording activity, the extent of agricultural or 
other land clearing, and many other factors 
(Shott 2002, Buchanan 2003, Prasciunas 2008, 
Miller and Smallwood 2009). Thus, while fluted 
projectile point forms are widely reported, later 
Paleoindian and Early Archaic types are unevenly 
reported or ignored altogether. Gaps in coverage 
conforming to state outlines are the most obvi-
ous examples of this bias. It is hoped as more 
people contribute data these problems will di-
minish over time. 

In the maps that follow, artifacts are plotted by 
specific types or groupings of types that are as-
sumed to form broad, presumably contempo-
raneous horizons. Classic Clovis points typically 
have flat to weakly indented bases and fluting 
only part way up the blade. The Clovis horizon 
dated to about 13,000 cal yr BP is replaced dur-
ing the early part of the Younger Dryas from ca. 
12,800 to 12,500 cal yr BP by an apparent ‘Full 
Fluted horizon’ characterized by points with 
deeply indented bases and short to full flutes, 
of the Redstone, Gainey, Barnes, Cumberland, 
and Folsom types. These are thought to have 
been replaced, at least in the Southeast, by an 
Unfluted Lanceolate horizon of typically waisted 
forms, including the Beaver Lake, Quad, Suwan-
nee, and Simpson types. Sometime later in the 
Younger Dryas, around or after ca. 12,500 to 
12,000 cal yr BP, notched and beveled Dalton 
points become common over much of Eastern 
North America, with distinct subtypes or variants 
occurring in specific areas.
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Evidence for a Post-Clovis Decline in Population?

Tallying the diagnostic projectile point sample from PIDBA suggests that, particularly in the Southeast, a signifi-
cant decline occurs between Clovis and presumably immediate post-Clovis full fluted forms (Figure 10; see also 
Goodyear 2006:102). This may correspond to a similar decline in population, assuming the point types occurred 
for comparable periods of time, and were used in a similar fashion. In the western United States, in contrast, evi-
dence for a decrease in point incidence is minimal, although we do not yet know how long each point type was 
in use in the region.

The projectile point data suggest a population rebound occurred later in the Paleoindian era, at least in the low-
er Southeast (Figure 11). A steady pattern of increase is observed from the full fluted to unfluted and then to 
Dalton forms. The increase may be far more pronounced then indicated by the data available at present, since 
Dalton points are only systematically recorded in a very few states.

Radiocarbon dates from Southeastern Paleoindian and Early Archaic assemblages falling in the immediate post-
Clovis era are uncommon (Figure 12). In a sample of 126 dates from the Southeast and adjoining areas com-
piled by the authors that fall between 9100 and 12800 BP (Siebert et al 2004), only a handful fall between 
10,900 and 10,570 14C yr BP or between ca. 12,850 and 12,600 cal yr BP, and all of these are at the recent end 
of this range, between 10,570 and 10,710 14C yr BP. The number of dates available prior to this, however, is 
similarly small.

Figure 1. PIDBA Main Page at 
http://pidba.utk.edu 

Figure 2. Sample Locations (N=29,393 Paleoindian and Early 
Archaic projectile points)

Figure 3. Images of almost 7000  
artifacts are now posted on PIDBA. 

These examples are from the Society for 
Georgia Archaeology’s Paleoindian  

Projectile Point Recordation Project, 
courtesy of R. Jerald Ledbetter.

Table 1. Data Available on PIDBA 

Figure 4. All reported Clovis and Clovis Variants, plus points designated as 
‘fluted’ but not yet assigned to a specific type.

Figure 5. Points currently recorded as Clovis in current surveys. Gaps in  
coverage reflect areas where points are currently classified as ‘fluted’ in  
existing surveys or the database. Some points currently classified as Clovis 
may eventually be re-classified.

Figure 6. Presumed Post-Clovis, initial Middle Paleoindian Projectile Point 
Types: Folsom, Redstone/Cumberland/Barnes/Holcombe/Vail, and Suwannee/
Simpson forms.  

Figure 7. Clovis point incidence in the lower Southeast. Fluted points have 
not been typed in Virginia and much of Kentucky, and little data has been 
collected from Louisiana. Few points are reported in the Gulf Coastal Plain 
and southern Appalachians, while dense concentrations occur on the east-
ern Seaboard and along the Tennessee and Cumberland drainages.

Figure 8. Clovis point incidence on four major lithic raw material categories 
in the lower Southeast. Most materials are found over areas several hundred 
kilometers in extent.

Figure 9. Cumberland, Redstone, and related ‘full-fluted’ point incidence  
on four major lithic raw material categories in the lower Southeast. Most 
materials occur over areas that are smaller than those observed during  
preceding Clovis times. 

Figure 12. Radio- 
carbon dates from 
southeastern  
archaeological sites  
are decidedly  
uncommon prior to 
10,600 rcbp, and hint 
at a drop during the 
initial Younger Dryas.

Figure 10. Incidence of Clovis and pre-
sumed immediate post-Clovis ‘full fluted’ 
forms in the southeastern and western 
United States in the PIDBA dataset.

Figure 11. Possible population or settlement 
trends in the Southeastern United States 
indicated by numbers of projectile points in 
the PIDBA dataset.

Figure 13. Incidence of Dalton points in  
current recording projects in the lower 
Southeast. Gaps in coverage reflect areas 
where data is not currently being  
systematically recorded, or is only  
minimally recorded.

Figure 14. Examples of artifact data  
recording from Georgia. Over 1600 such 
forms have been produced in the past  
23 years. Images courtesy of R. Jerald  
Ledbetter.
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