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GERTIE
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In 1984, archaeologists discovered a set of bones in Arizona's Apache County. They soon realized that they'd found the partial skeleton of a Chindesaurus dinosaur, dating back around 210 million years to the Triassic period.

Like every other continent on the planet, North America was once home to a wide range of dinosaur species. The Chindesaurus (its name means 'ghost lizard') would have been only around 2m long and walked on its back legs. The specimen was nicknamed Gertie, after the animated film character.

Contrary to popular belief, dinosaur bodies are not believed to be the primary source of fossil fuels such as oil and natural gas. Instead, these fuels were created by the breakdown of plants, albeit ones that co-existed with dinosaurs.
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THE FIRST HUMANS
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Paleolithic hunter-gatherers are believed to have entered North America via the Beringia land bridge, which connected America to Siberia around 20,000 years ago. They then expanded southward as the ice receded, covering the continent within 10,000 years.

The exact manner of this movement is subject to debate. The earliest ice-free corridor of land is likely to have stretched down what is now the western coast of Canada and the United States, possibly allowing humans to reach the region around Clovis in New Mexico.

These early inhabitants are today referred to as Paleo-Indians. They used stone tools to hunt large animals including bison as well as smaller prey. As the environment warmed, they would have found the local area increasingly hospitable.
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ARLINGTON SPRINGS MAN
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In 1959, the remains of a Paleo-Indian male were discovered on an island off the coast of Southern California. Subsequent examination suggests that this individual lived around 13,000 years ago and died while humans were slowly migrating south along the west coast.

He and his companions most likely hunted and ate native species of mammoth, and their presence demonstrates that these early humans had boats or rafts. Archaeologists believe that this particular individual died on the edge of a marshy part of the island.

His remains were eventually handed over to a Native American tribe, so that they could be properly buried. To date, Arlington Springs Man remains the oldest human body discovered in North America.
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THE ADENA MOUND BUILDERS
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A 1.4 acre mound near Chillicothe, Ohio is one of the few remaining signs of the Adena culture that once inhabited the Midwestern United States. This culture existed between approximately 500 BC and 100 AD, during the Early Woodland Period.

The Adena people are believed to have lived in small settlements surrounding their mounds. Their diet included meat from deer, bears and even porcupines, while they also cultivated seeds and vegetables. They used stone tools and axes, and made copper bracelets.

The mounds themselves are believed to have been part of burial rituals. Similar mounds can be found in other states, including West Virginia.
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THE PEOPLE OF THE HOPEWELL TRADITION
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Between roughly 100 and 500 AD, much of the northeast and midwest of the United States was populated by various Native American tribes. Collectively, these interconnected tribes are now known as the Hopewell tradition.

Descendants of the Adena culture, the Hopewell people had a strictly stratified society, likely led by 'big men' leaders rather than kings. They had complex and extensive trade routes, regularly exchanging not only goods but also ideas.

No-one is sure why the Hopewell tradition declined around 500 AD. War, over-farming and a cooling climate have all been proposed as possible explanations.
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LEIF ERIKSON
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c. 970s – c. 1020 AD

This Norse explorer, most likely born in Iceland, is the earliest European known to have set foot on continental America. He established a settlement called Vinland which is now believed to have been located in southeastern Canada.

Other Norsemen followed, and they soon made contact with local populations. They traded with the natives at first, before conflict broke out and the Europeans eventually decided to cut their losses and abandon the colony altogether.

Almost 500 years would pass before Christopher Columbus rediscovered the Americas. It's unknown whether Erikson and his followers ever travelled as far south as the United States.
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THE GREAT PEACEMAKER
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At some point between the 12th and 15th centuries, this warrior was one of the founders of the Haudenosaunee, also known today as the Iroquois Confederacy.

Born into the Huron tradition, The Great Peacemaker supposedly travelled from settlement to settlement, preaching a message of unity and peace. He gradually persuaded various tribes to join together.

No-one is sure how much of this story is true. However, the Iroguois Confederacy grew to become a powerful presence in the Americas, covering a large swathe of land in the period prior to the return of European explorers.
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