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The Southeast and the Amazon Tropical Forest

Our comparison of North and South America does not end with grassland and highland regions. Human culture has developed in areas of woodlands both north and south of the equator. Trees in forested areas are a resource and a setting for diverse human activity.

While a large part of eastern North America is or was covered with trees, let’s take a special look at native culture in what is now the Southeast United States. Thick forests once covered the land in the region from Kentucky and Virginia to the Gulf of Mexico and from Louisiana and Mississippi to Florida. Native American groups usually lived in lowland villages along the banks of the many rivers and streams. These people did clear land of trees in order to grow crops. However, it was early European settlers who turned much more of the forest into farms and large plantations. Eventually, in the 1800’s, most groups of native people in this region were forced to move west by U.S. government policies.
In the humid sub-tropical climate of the Southeast, the weather was warm and moist most of the year, but with some seasonal differences in temperature. This provided a long growing season, allowing for two corn crops in one year. Corn, beans and squash grew together in a mutually helpful relationship and were a major part of the Indian diet. Together these plants were known as the Three Sisters in many parts of the Americas. The tall corn stalk provided a “climbing post” for the beans, and the large, prickly squash leaves kept “snacking” animals away and provided shade that kept the soil moist. The combination of land, water and climate conditions was excellent for growing crops, so natives could live in farming villages rather than having to move around as hunter/gatherers.
The trees of the forest were a resource that provided Indians of the Southeast with fruit, tools, weapons, canoes and shelter. There were wild plants to gather for food and medicine. There were fish to catch and game animals to hunt—deer, bears, rabbits, squirrels and turkeys. A portion of the native longleaf pine trees survive today even though most of these strong trees were cut for shipbuilding by the U.S. Navy. The Lumbee women have a tradition of using the fancy geometric pattern of the bottom of the longleaf pinecone. It has become a design associated with the Lumbee nation as it appears on their clothing, rugs and quilts.

In contrast to the woodlands of the Southeast U.S., we can now observe a large forested area south of the equator—the Amazon Tropical Forest. This region, sometimes called a rain forest or jungle, lies on and near the equator. It has a tropical climate that is very warm and wet all year. The average temperature is 80ºF and it rains nearly every day. Yearly flooding from rain and melted snow washing down from the Andes adds nutrients to the soil around the Amazon River. This long river flows from its source in Peru east through the Tropical Forest of northern Brazil to its mouth at the Atlantic Ocean. It is over 4000 miles long and is the second longest river in the world. The forest is so vast that the trees and plants there provide about 20% of the world’s oxygen. This region has the most plant and animal life of anywhere on the planet. The river basin holds about 20% of the earth’s fresh water. Native people have always used tropical forest plants as medicines. Scientists believe there is still huge potential for more medical uses from the forest plant life.

The first people of the Amazon region were hunter-gatherers. As food became scarce in an area, they would move on, allowing the forest plant and animal life to recover. The region is home to much fish and animal life and natural vegetation. Later native groups established agriculture in the forest. They cleared large lowland areas to build terraced growing areas and added irrigation. So many Amazon natives died due to diseases spread by European explorers and settlers that agriculture stopped, and the forests returned to their natural state by the middle of the 1600’s.

Unlike the woodlands of the Southeast United States, it is only in more recent times that parts of the Amazon Tropical Forest have started to disappear. 
The Yanomamo people have led isolated lives in the tropical forests of Brazil and Venezuela for thousands of years. They use the tree trunks, vines and leaves to build shelters and make baskets, tools and weapons. They need to do very little farming as hunting forest animals and gathering wild fruit provide most of their food needs. 
Native people live in villages and use relatively small forest areas for farming. But, especially in the last 50 years, timber companies have destroyed large area of the tropical forest. These companies build roads and take hardwood trees for such products as furniture and flooring. Farmers use the roads to reach new cleared farmland for ranching and growing crops such as soybeans. The soil is rich with nutrients. However the natural progression has been that the fallen leaves of the tropical forest have provided that nutrition. With less rain forest trees, the land will only stay fertile for a short time. “Slash and burn” clearing of the land (using fire which destroys all plant life) is often used to provide grazing land for ranchers. Governments are trying to control development, but legal and illegal logging continues in the Amazon Tropical Forest. 
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