Introduction to Prehistory

The Development of Agriculture Research Paper
Based on the history of evolution, it would be impossible for a species to develop the ability to cross oceans, fly across the globe nor travel the speed of sound, yet one brilliant organism has discovered a way to accomplish all of the above by the means of exceptional innovating. The most significant progression throughout human history is undoubtedly the domestication of plants and animals. This is a resourceful method that includes the practice of agriculture in addition to keeping livestock for purposes such as meat and dairy. The hunting and gathering lifestyle has been used by humans for the majority of their existence, which is what makes the choice to adopt domestication and agriculture such a noteworthy affair. As soon as the primary necessity of food had been secured for the entire population, it left the remainder of the group's inhabitants free to discover new things and formulate beneficial inventions, thus advancing the society's way of life. The native groups of the Eastern Woodlands in what is now the present-day United States are a prime example of this type of growth. These people were able to build a complex society as a result of domesticating dogs, turkeys, corn, beans, squash and many other life forms.

The Eastern culture area consists of several environmental zones such as the coastal, the Saint Lawrence lowlands, the Appalachian Mountain range, the Great Lakes and the southern grasslands (Sutton:299). This boundary encompasses most of the United State's land east of the Mississippi river and a bountiful array of lakes and streams. The ecology is comprised of vast deciduous forests of maple, birch, oak, hickory, elm and willow in the warmer regions and then slowly transforms to coniferous forests containing spruce, fir and pine trees as you ascend north (Fitzhugh:38). A wide range of essential animals and fish to the native peoples exist in this region, including rabbits, black bears, squirrels, beavers, deer, salmon, shellfish, trout, crawfish, snakes, turtles and various birds (Sutton:301). Climates in the eastern United States differ from place to place. Depending on location, the summer highs can reach triple figures, especially in the southern regions or humid shorelines, and the northern parts face at least one-hundred and fifty frost-free days a year in addition to considerably cold winters (Sutton:304) . For the most part, every region of this vast landscape is inhabitable so long as agriculture is possible, seeing as how the two go hand in hand.

Indigenous peoples of the present-day eastern United States began experimenting with the cultivation and domestication of native plants, such as gourds, sunflowers and sump weed during the Late Archaic period about five-thousand years before present (Sutton:301-302). The Koster site in Illinois is a location that contains evidence of permanent settlement involving domestication, albeit somewhat minimal (Nabhan: 90). This proves that although these peoples had the ability to cultivate crops, it was more efficient to hunt and gather. By the late Woodland Period, around seventeen-hundred years before present, complex political organizations based on the agriculture of maize began to emerge throughout the southeast and eventually spread all areas excluding the far north where they did not farm (Sutton:301).

The cultures of the east that adopted agriculture as their main source of food employed a planting system called the slash and burn technique. This procedure requires leaving trees and stones in place, then cutting, drying and burning the underbrush (Nabhan: 56). As soon as the fields were cleared of vegetations, the “three sisters”, which include squash, corn and soybeans, were planted throughout the field inside small holes made by a digging stick (Nabhan:57). After the maize grew strong, the soybeans and squash were planted and their vines would ascend up the stalks. This combination of plants raised the plot's production rate as well as balanced the nitrogen levels in the soil (Sutton: 307). This practice decreased the difficulty of preparing a field and yielded more production as a result.

The most dominant culture of the eastern U.S. was without a doubt the Iroquois. This group of cultures greatly influenced the entirety of the surrounding areas and relied heavily on the domestication of plants and animals as a means of survival. These people were advocates for the “three sisters” agricultural society, which allowed them to expand beyond their original means (Doolittle: 209). The Iroquois not only domesticated plants, but they trained dogs to assist in hunting wild game in addition to protecting the camps (Sutton: 311). They also captured wild turkeys as a source of food and held them in pens (Sutton: 311). The Iroquois to the northeast were inventive and influential individuals, which is part of the reason they still exist to this very day.

The cultures of present-day eastern United States obtained plentiful resources to consume at their own digression, which eventually led to the dependency of domestication. Food production was accompanied by a sudden increase in human populations that has ceased to decelerate. Some advantages of domestication include a sedentary lifestyle which permitted shorter birth intervals in societies of nomadic hunter-gatherers that had previously spaced out pregnancies since it was difficult for a mother changing camps all the time to care for more than one child. Also, plant and animal species that are edible to humans can be cultivated in much higher density in gardens or pastures than in wild habitats. The most important advantage of domestication is that food production led to an explosion of technology since sedentary living permitted the accumulation advantageous equipment that nomadic hunter-gatherers could not carry. By remaining sedentary and constructing settlements it gave people time to create as well as centralize themselves, which led to social stratification, political bodies and eventually, conquests. All of these overwhelming advantages are what enabled farmers eventually to displace hunter-gatherers.

In some aspects, the groups of the eastern U.S. were affected negatively from plant and animal domestication. Although there are great benefits to this practice, there were disadvantages to adopting this lifestyle. It allowed communities to support denser populations, which led to problems of over-consumption, such as the endangerment of beavers in the northeast. The choice to domesticate didn't just affect the resources, it also have a major impact on the dynamics of civilizations and populations by causing them to become less independent.

Plant and animal domestication is the most important development in the past 13,000 years of human history (Fitzhugh: 44). The concept of self-sustainability captivates scientists and non-scientists alike, because it was precursor to the rise of civilization and it transformed global demographics. Rapid advancements in technology over a relatively short period of human existence have allowed our species to thrive in a way never before seen on this planet. Human beings' ability to cultivate and harvest crops has sustained our ever-expanding population for centuries as well as allowed us to develop various other skills by not being forced to focus solely on survival. The indigenous peoples of present-day eastern United States were able to flourish as a result of this creative The Eastern Woodland peoples' talent in crop growing led to the expansion of politics and economics in the area, thus providing a strong cultural base for a maintainable way of life with food at the focal point (Doolittle: 83). The utilization of domesticates, whether plant or animal, has become to vital to human kind's existence that there is no way to nourish our population without them. This is precisely why the enhancement and expansion of agriculture is so imperative to the development of humans. It is because of innovators like the native peoples of eastern United States that this was capable of happening.
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