
FOREWORD

Go to any one spot on the Atlantic coastline of the eastern United States 
and Canada, and you are likely to take away from that experience a very 
different landscape depending on your latitude. From the sandy beaches of 
the southern barrier islands to the rocky shores of Maine and the Subarctic 
bays of the north, the Atlantic coast hosts a variety of different environ-
ments that at one time or another the first peoples of this world took ad-
vantage of and called their home. In some respects, the resources exploited 
by these first inhabitants and the timing of their settlements were as varied 
as the coastline itself. In other ways there are broad shared traditions that 
can be tracked from the tip of Florida all the way into Canada. This volume 
represents the first time in 30 years that archaeologists have come together 
to discuss the similarities and differences of the various groups that inhab-
ited the expansive coastline prior to the arrival of European settlers. What 
emerges from these collective chapters is a new view of the peoples of the 
North American Atlantic coast in its entirety. Each study presents another 
part of the ecological and cultural mosaic of the region that is woven to-
gether via social networks, similar resource bases, and a life governed by 
the sea.
 While each of the chapters in the volume consider their place in the 
larger Native Atlantic world, they also explore the ecological diversity that 
existed in the respective regions. Two of the key issues explored by each of 
these chapters are sea level rise and major climatic shifts. In particular, the 
authors in the volume grapple with how these changes affected resources 
and how people experienced environmental change on a human scale. The 
broader sense that one gets from these discussions is that for some areas 
sea level changes and climate caused major shifts in human settlement and 
use of resources, while in other regions, traditions that were in place before 
these large events continued unabated. For example, several of the chapters 
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address the effects that the Medieval Warm Period (MWP) (ca. 1250 to 800 
BP) had for their regions. The MWP for the Chesapeake Bay region seems 
to have had little impact on the types of resources exploited by the inhabit-
ants at the time. In contrast, in Labrador at this same time, a reduction in 
sea ice dramatically altered the kind of resources available in the region. In 
addition, several of the chapters note that such large-scale environmental 
changes did not uniformly affect peoples and resources within a given re-
gion, such as the shifts described for deltaic and non-deltaic areas of the 
Georgia coast.
 What becomes clear from each of the syntheses is that evidence for 
coastal adaptions along the Atlantic occurred during the Holocene, with 
the vast majority of the sites in many areas dating to the Late Holocene or 
what is now termed the Meghalayan, beginning around 4,200 years ago. 
However, given the impact of sea level rise since the Late Pleistocene, many 
of the authors are careful to point out that early human use of coastal re-
gions needs to be carefully considered in light of coastal erosion and sea 
level rise. The history of use of coastal resources varies from area to area 
and through time, with some key species fading in and out of the archaeo-
logical record. Perhaps the most striking example of this discussed in this 
volume is the exploitation of large swordfish off the Gulf of Maine by Na-
tive peoples during the Archaic period with a subsequent decline in the 
Woodland. This is not restricted to dramatically hard-to-get species either; 
even the “lowly” oyster fades in and out of coastal economies along vari-
ous parts of the Atlantic. While most of the chapters deal with maritime 
and estuarine faunal resources, we do know that these communities relied 
extensively on plants as well, and during the latter part of many of these 
sequences, domesticated crops also entered these economies. Exactly what 
role these crops played in the economic and social lives of coastal groups 
is still nebulous. It is often complicated by the disconnect between ethno-
historic accounts that describe their use and the paucity of archaeological 
evidence for them in many areas. One of the broader takeaways that read-
ers will find in the book is that even though economies varied, there was a 
degree of resilience among these communities, as they adapted to new dis-
tributions of resources over time, including engaging in food production.
 Interwoven among the larger narratives detailing the long-term histo-
ries of human-environmental interactions, each of the authors discusses 
how ritual belief systems, social and political systems, exchange partners, 
and other facets of non-subsistence-oriented lifeways played a role in the 
functioning of these communities. Far from being marginal to an interior 
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Native world that has garnered the attention of most archaeologists work-
ing in eastern North American, these peoples led sophisticated social lives 
and, in some cases, were integrated into regional polities spanning hun-
dreds of kilometers with coastal capitals. While most did not engage in 
monumental architecture at the scale of their interior counterparts, these 
traditions did exist among many of the Atlantic peoples, and in some cases 
they emerged earlier than at inland localities. And, while to varying degrees 
these communities shared in larger ideologies, there are hints in each of 
the discussions that point toward a uniquely coastal perspective regarding 
these broader worlds.
 On a final point, each of the authors considers the importance of their 
regions in a much broader context. Specifically, almost all of them contem-
plate the past in the context of present-day issues that coastal communities 
are facing. This is an important part of the book that sets the collection 
apart from many others. For most, the pressing concern is sea level rise, 
with some arguing that the past can be, in part, a way to chart our own 
course with regard to sea level rise and attendant climate change. For oth-
ers, the archaeological record is the pressing concern. One thing is certain: 
by the year 2100, we will have lost a good portion of the archaeological re-
cord to the rising seas and coastal erosion. We are now only just beginning 
to understand complex human-environmental dynamics of these areas of 
the Atlantic coast. Hopefully, this volume will be a call to action for archae-
ologists to turn their attention to histories of the Native peoples who once 
inhabited this area between the land and ocean before it is too late.
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