
KU ScholarWorks | The University of Kansas Pre-1923 Dissertations and Theses Collection

The Nature and Extent of Indian 

Agriculture in North America

May, 1911

by Faye Dodge

This work was digitized by the Scholarly Communications program 
staff in the KU Libraries’ Center for Digital Scholarship.

http://kuscholarworks.ku.edu

Submitted to the Department of Sociology of the 

University of Kansas in partial fulfillment of the 

requirements for  the Degree of Master of Arts



The Nature and Extent of Indian Agriculture 

in North America, 

by 

Faye T>odge. 

Submitted to the Department of sociology in pa r t i a l 

fu l f i l lment of the requirements for the Degree of Master 

of A r t s . 

University of Kansas May, 1911. 



Introduction 

attitude toward the Indians* 

Keasons for our interest in the 

Purpose of th is study. 

Methods of approach. 

Background for the Invest igat ion* 

Physical Environment. 

Ag r i cu l tu ra l products of Americ 

Animal l i f e of 17orth America. 

C l a s s i f i c a t i o n of t r ibes . 

ITature and Kxtent of Agriculture^ 

Evidences of sedentary l i f e . 

rorn cu l ture . 

Wild r ice cu l tu re . 

Cult ivat ion of "beans, squashes and other vegetables* 

Use of b e r r i e s f f ru i t s and nuts. 

Sxtent of fame, birds and f i sh , 

Conclus ion. 



The Nature and Extent of Indian Agr icu l ture 

in North America 

A g rea t many people, even at the present time, think of 

the Indian race which inhabited the North American Continent 

at the discovery of America as a wi ld and savage horde which 

wandered about over the country and subsisted en t i r e l y upon 

the p lants and animals which Nature was kind enough to p r o ­

v ide f o r them. People think that they l i v ed together and 

roamed r e s t l e s s l y with no pr inc ip les of l i f e or idea ls of 

family s i n c e r i t y and group j u s t i c e . This idea has grown very 

na tu ra l l y from the s to r i e s told by the ea r l y pioneers who 

did endure very many hardships. But i t i s a lso true "that 
(i.) 

exaggeration of one kind or another has always been the i n ­

her i tance of the Indians and i t has only been within a com­

pa r a t i v e l y few years that these Americans of yesterday, as 

Freder ick S. Dellenbaugh c a l l s them, have been s c i e n t i f i c a l ­

l y studied and their r ea l character and attainments given 

proper p l aces . w 

" In the United States , we have usua l ly regarded the 

Indian as the incarnation of e v i l , a treacherous demon with 

a bloody kn i f e , and so ca l lous have we become to his good 

points that James P. Cooper is r id icu led f o r his de l ineat ion . " 

But we can be interested in the people who inhabited th is 

country before we came without being scorned "an Indian 



Lover* M We are eager to make elaborate studies of the Eur­

opean primit ive peoples because we bel ieve that they were 

our own ancestors. And surely humanity everywhere passes 

thru the same stages of developement. Professor Morgan 

c l a s s i f i e s mankind in three broad ethnic groups or s tages , 

Savagery, Barbarism and C iv i l i z a t i on . The f i r s t period ends 

with the acquisit ion of the bow and arrow and the second 

with the smelting of iron and the third begins with a phon­

et ic alphabet. Another c l a s s i f i ca t ion of progress from the 

economic standpoint has been given as the direct appropria­

tion per iod , the pastora l , the ag r i cu l tu ra l , the handicraft 

and the industr ia l periods* Our interest then i s — t o what 

period did the Indians belong at the discovery of America? 

Of course a study of the progress of the Amerinds as 

jr. W. Powell ca l l s them, could be an investigation of their 

languages, their customs, their physical character i s t ics , 

the i r arts and industries or t^eir re l i g ion and mythology. 

But s ince food quest and climate are the forces that ever 

impel ea r ly peoples on, we prefer to observe the i r c u l t i v a ­

t ion of the so i l and their tendencies to l i v e a sedentary 

l i f e « gome one has said that within a century, the h istory 

of the human race has been p r ac t i c a l l y the h is tory of a g r i ­

cu l ture , the term being here used in i t s broadest sense, "as 

the science and art of the production of a l l plants and a n i ­

mals, useful to man*n I f this is true even in a measure f 



we feel j u s t i f i ed in endeavoring to find out the nature and 

extent of the early Indian agr icu l ture . 

Professor Powell in the Geological Survey says , — "The 

f i r s t part in a h i s t o r i c a l and soc ia l study of a t r i be or 

nation must be a thorough examination of the country and of 

the climate ( in the widest sense of this term) in which i t 

has grown up, for these two agencies give character to peo ­

p l e s , races, languages, inst i tut ions and laws . This p r i n c i ­

p le applies equally to the cultured and to the under or l e s s 

developed populations of the g lobe , f o r none of them can 

poss ib ly hold i t s e l f a loof from the agencies of nature , 

whether acting in a sudden manner or g radua l ly , l i k e the i n ­

fluences of c l imate." Thus i t is essent ia l that we notice 

the physical environment of North America in connection w i th 

the food supply and the habits of l i f e among the Ind ians . 

North America i s a l a rge t r i ang le with i t s base in 

the north and i ts apex in the south. The mountain ranges 

in the East and West are the most s t r ik ing r e l i e f f e a tu r e s . 

The Cord i l l e ra in the west extends the ent i re length of the 

continent and is in r e a l i t y a great p lateau which reaches a 

breadth of almost 1000 miles in the United States and has an 

elevation of from 5 to 10,000 f e e t . In the east the Appa l ­

achian system which is not a continuous range but exhib i ts 

breaks and groups, l i e s . The wide expanse between the 

mountains is the "great p l a i n s " area which is drained by 

















































































and they informed the investigators that the "buds of the 

wi l lows are sometimes eaten. They usual ly cook their food 

but i t i s sometimes eaten raw or frozen. The only drink 

w>>ich they have is water and no narcotic was known until the 

white man introduced tobacco. Those branches of the Atha­

pascan and Alkonquian families which l ived in the forest 

area and the northern area of Canada hunted the polar bear 

the a rc t i c fox , a r c t i c hare, musk ox, white lemming, barren 

ground car ibou, the walrus and among birds the willow ptar­

migan, The women gathered the berries and roots which they 

could f ind . 

In the eastern p a r t of the United States the dder, elk 

and moose and several species of fowl furnished the objects 

of the i r hunts. West of the Mississippi on the Great Plains 

was found the famous "buffalo. The Lewis and Clarke Expedi-

t ion report thus, " I n the course of the day's travel up the 

missouri River we k i l l e d a quantity of game and saw some 

signs of others as we l l as beaver and many tracks of the 

brown bear . We a lso caught great quantities of ¥ftiite f ish. . * 

"On June thirteenth the hunters who had been sent out, now 

returned loaded with buf fa lo meat." "In the afternoon Good­

r ich caught in the f a l l s some of both kinds of white fish 

and a h a l f dozen t rout from sixteen to twenty-three inohes 

long , p r ec i s e l y resembling, in form and in position of the 

f i n s , the mountain o r speckled trout of the United States 



except that the specks of the former are of a deep black 

while those of the l a t t e r are of a red or gold color. M "There 
(IV 

are vast quant i t i e s of buf fa lo feeding on the plains or 

watering in the r i v e r which is also strewed with f loat ing 

limbs and carcasses of these animals." "Our hunters brought 

in ten deer and we shot two out of a herd of buffalo that 

came to water a t Sulphur spring . There is a species of 

goose ber ry growing abundantly among the rocks on the sides 
of the c l i f f . " 

Zebulon M. P ike in h is Mississ ippi voyage taken in 1805 

t e l l s of the game and b i rds of the Middle West. "The Sandy 

Lake Indians have horses , ra ise plenty of I r i sh potatoes; 

catch p ike , sucker s , p ickerel and white f i sh in abundance, 

They a lso have beaver , deer and moose but the provision they 

ch i e f l y depend ttpon is wi ld oa t s . " "Beyond the Dubuque among 

the Sioux we stopped at some islands about ten miles above 

Sa l t r i v e r where there were pigeion-roosts and in about f i f ­

teen minutes, my men had knocked on the head and brought on 

board two hundred and ninety eight. I had frequently heard 

of the f ecund i ty of th is b i rd and never gave credit to what 

I then thought incl ined to the marvellous; but rea l l y the 

most f e rv id imagination cannot conceive their numbers. Their 

noise in the woods was l i k e the continued roaring of the 

wind. The young ones we k i l l ed were nearly as large as the 

old ones; they could f l y about ten steps and were but one 



mass of fat ; their craws were f i l l e d with acorns and wild 

peas . " 

Lewis and Clarke t rave l l ing up the Missouri speak: of 

the b i r d s . "The only timber to be found is in the low 

grounds which are occasional ly on the river and these are 

the haunts of innumerable b i rds , which, when the sun began 

to shine, sang very del . ight#i ; ly . Among these birds they 

distinguished the brown thrush, robin, turtle-dove, l innet, 

goldfinch, l a rge and small b lackbirds, wrens and some others!? 

Further i t is stated that they often saw several herds of 
in) 

buffa lo and mule-deer and antelopes dn the pla ins . On June 
Is ̂ ) 

tenth, they t e l l of seeing a small b i r d - - l i k e the blue 

thrush or catbird* They also state that they have observed 

none since they l e f t the Osage River* 

Dr. Morse who v i s i ted the Menomini Indians in 182P 

says of their food, "In the spring they subsist on sugar and 

f i sh ; in the summer, on f i sh and game; in f a l l , wild rice 

and corn; in winter f i sh and game." The f i sh whic h were 

mostly sturgeion and trout were caught by means of a spear 

though some nets were used. They made use of two forms of 

game trapa--a large one is a dead f a l l made of loge and 

used in catching bear and a smaller one for other animal* 

is s imi lar . The bow and arrow was used extensively in hunt­

ing. 



In a l l the narrat ives of ea r l y l i f e we find few re fe r ­

ences which would lead us to be l ieve that the Indian had 

'iade much headway in the domestication of animals. In the 

south west, however, pou l t ry ra i s ing was known to a consid­

e rab le extent* To genera l ize , game, f i sh and birds were a l ­

ways employed where they could be obtained but not always 

used independent of vegetable l i f e except where necessary. 

^ I Prom the foregoing review of the evidence of agriculture 

in North America we conclude that the Indians may be said to 

have been ag r i cu l tu ra l or a p a r t i a l l y sett led race with as 

much authent ic i ty as would support the idea that they were 

wandering savages. Upon the advent of the whites, they 

were cu l t i va t ing beans, corn, artichoke, cotton, gourds, 

grapes , g rasses , onions, passion f lowers , many var iet ies of 

pumpkins and squashes, sunflowers and tobacco. Over against 

these, they employed from the harvest without cult ivat ion, 

b e r r i e s of a l l so r t s , nuts, honey from bumble bees, Indian 

b read - root , wi ld cucumbers, pr ick ley pears, Indian turnips, 

w i ld potatoes and wild r i c e . Besides these marked evidences 

of cu l ture , the i r attempts at i r r i g a t i on and f e r t i l i z a t i on 

and other achievements by which they endeavored to control 

the physical environment, a l l point to the fact that the 

culture status of the Indians at the discovery of the conti­

nent was much higher than is o rd ina r i l y supposed and be-

l i e ved * 
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