5-8: North American Indian Trade Routes
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5-8: Indigenous Trade: The Southwest

Southwestern Tribes. At the time of first contact, trade among the Indians of the Southwest was similar to that
practiced in the rest of North America. Like their eastern counterparts, both the sedentary Pueblo Indians and
nearby semi-sedentary tribes such as the Navajo commonly exchanged gifts to strengthen personal and political
relationships. In several important ways, though, trade in the Southwest differed from commercial interactions in
the eastern part of North America. First, early southwestern Indians exchanged goods with Mesoamerican
civilizations in the pan-southwest commercial network to a far greater degree than they traded with other North
American Indians. More important, sedentary pueblo-dwelling Indians such as the Tiwas and semi-sedentary plains
tribes such as the Apaches developed a complementary trading relationship in the centuries prior to the European
invasion that was far more complex than the eastern Indians’ reciprocity-based commerce.

Ancestral Puebloan. Around the end of the year 1000, Ancestral Pueblo Indians living in the Southwest had become
fully integrated into the pan-Southwest trade network. They supplied highly valued turquoise and, to a lesser extent,
obsidian to tribes located along the Gulf of California in exchange for luxury goods such as bracelets and pendants
fashioned from Pacific shells. They also traded turquoise with Mesoamerican civilizations such as the Toltec Empire
for high-prestige items such as macaw feathers, ornaments, and pottery. This intercourse had important
consequences because it helped spread Mesoamerican pottery styles, religious customs, crops, and agricultural
techniques to North America.

New Avenues. After the pan-Southwest commercial system collapsed between 1200 and 1400, the pueblo-dwelling
Indians of the Rio Grande valley began to trade with semi-sedentary plains tribes such as the Apache. Pueblo tribes
such as the Tewas exchanged surplus corn, cotton textiles, ceramics, and turquoise for the Plains Indians’ tallow,
salt, buffalo meat, and hides. This new commercial intercourse was based, in part, on the same system of reciprocal
gift giving that governed trade among the Indians of eastern North America. Commerce between Pueblo and Plains
tribes was substantially more complex than reciprocity-based trade, however, because it involved the
complementary exchange of surplus goods. It thus allowed the Plains tribes and, to a greater extent, the Pueblo
Indians to shift from a simple, subsistence-based economic system to a more complicated one based on specialized
production.

Pueblo Indians. Trade among the Pueblo tribes was also becoming more and more specialized in the centuries prior
to European contact. Tiwa and Northern Tewa provided fibrolite gemstones used in the manufacture of ritual items
and axes; Piro and Southern Tiwa exchanged malachite; Tanos Indians supplied turquoise and lead; and Tewas
traded obsidian and pedernal chert. Archaeological evidence suggests, meanwhile, that the Pecos Indians had a
monopoly in the production of leather goods.

Sources
Elizabeth H. John, Storms Brewed in Other Men’s Worlds: The Confrontation of Indians,
Spanish and French in the Southwest, 1540-1795 (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1975).
Alfonso Ortiz, ed., Handbook of North American Indians, volumes 9 and 10: Southwest (Washington,
D.C.: Smithsonian Institution, 1979, 1983).
David R. Wilcox and W. Bruce Masse, eds., The Protohistoric Period in the North American
Southwest, AD 1450-1700 (Tempe: Arizona State University Research Papers, 1981).



5-8: Native American Trade Goods

Turquoise Chert Fibrolite

Buffalo meat Buffalo hide Shells Macaw feathers



5-8 Native American Trade Activity

Using the North American Indian Trade Routes map and Indigenous Trade: The Southwest article,

1. Name one coastal Indian tribe west of the Rio Grande pueblos that might have provided shells in trade.

2. Buffalo meat and hides were provided for trade by the plains Indians, such as the Wichita, Pawnee, Dakota, and
Cheyenne. Which cardinal direction (N, NE, E, SE, S, SW, W, NW) were these tribes located in relation to the Rio
Grande pueblos?

3. The Rio Grande pueblos traded primarily with the indigenous groups in Mesoamerica (modern-day Mexico and
Central America). The pueblos would have provided turquoise for trade. What product would the Mesoamerican
groups provide?

4. What was one benefit of reciprocity-based trade between the plains Indians and the Pueblo Indians? (Review
“New Avenues” section of the Indigenous Trade: The Southwest article)

5. From which groups would the pueblo Indians obtain tallow (rendered animal fat) and salt?

6. Which part of North America (coast, plains, desert) have the largest concentration of trade routes? Why?

7. Which major trade center is located furthest south? Which is located furthest north? How about west and east?

8. If members of the Rio Grande pueblos traveled directly east, which major trade center would they hit?

9. Name one mineral, one food, and one man-made item the pueblos would have traded to other groups.

10. Based on everything you have learned, can you determine why trade networks among vastly different Native
American groups existed?



Image Description: North American Indian Trade Routes

This image is a map of North America. It shows how American Indian groups traded goods long ago,
before cars, trains, or modern roads. The map includes land, water, rivers, lakes, mountains, and
coastlines. Lines on the map show trade routes. These routes follow rivers, coastlines, and natural
paths across the land.

Primary Major Trade Centers

Primary major trade centers are the biggest and most important trade places on the map. Many
trade routes meet at these locations. They are often near large rivers, big lakes, or ocean coasts.
People from faraway places came here to trade goods and share ideas. These centers helped connect
many different groups across the continent.

Significant Permanent Secondary Centers

Significant permanent secondary centers are important trade places that were used all the time.
People lived near these areas year-round. These centers are connected to the biggest trade centers
and help move goods between places. They are often found along rivers or near lakes. These places
helped nearby communities trade what they made or gathered.

Significant Impermanent Secondary Centers

Significant impermanent secondary centers are trade places that were used only at certain times.
People did not live there all year. Groups met there during special seasons, such as hunting seasons
or large gatherings. These places were still important because they helped people trade when they
came together.

Other Permanent Secondary Centers

Other permanent secondary centers are smaller trade places where people lived and traded
regularly. They were not as big or busy as the main trade centers, but they were still important. These
places helped local communities trade with nearby areas and connect to larger trade routes.

Tertiary Centers

Tertiary centers are very small, local trade places. They are close to villages or homes. People traded
everyday items here, like food or tools. Goods from these places often traveled to bigger trade
centers step by step.



Crossroads and Local Trade Hubs

Crossroads and local trade hubs are places where trade routes cross. These might be river crossings,
land paths, or mountain passes. People may not have lived there, but traders stopped to rest, change
paths, or trade goods. These places helped travelers move safely from one area to another.

What the Map Shows Overall

The map shows that American Indian trade networks were large and well organized. Small local
places were connected to bigger trade centers. Rivers and water were very important for travel. The
image helps us understand that people traded, traveled, and shared long before modern
transportation existed.
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