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The Plateau and the Andes Text 

Name _______
____________________

In some ways, life in flat, grassy regions can be thought of as “easy” compared to people who learned to survive in higher, more rugged areas. In what is now the northwestern United States lies a landform known as the Plateau. A plateau is a large, mostly flat area of higher land. The Plateau region we will explore lies between the Cascade Mountain Range and the Rocky Mountains. It is in parts of today’s states of Washington, Oregon, Idaho and Montana. It also extends into British Columbia in Canada.


The Plateau is high, flat and rolling land, but it also includes hills and steep gorges or canyons. Some is grassland; some is forest. Summers are hot and winters are cold, but there is not a lot of rain, so the land and climate are not a good combination for farming. However, the natural resources have enabled native people to be able to survive here.


Because this is a hilly region, water drains down the higher areas into streams and then into rivers. These waterways have provided fish, especially salmon, for the Indians who caught them with spears and nets. Elk (one of the largest animals in the deer family) have always been plentiful. The men used bows and arrows to hunt the elk, and also deer and other animals.

The Umatilla people have used the elk, not only for food, but to make clothing and items such as drums for their sacred ceremonies. Elk teeth were considered treasured decorations. 


Along with wild fruits, the bulb of the wild camass lily (similar to a hyacinth) was dug up and used as one of the most important foods for Plateau natives. Even the grasses could be picked and woven into warm clothing. Baskets were woven and used for carrying, storing and even cooking. Food was easy to find, so native groups could live in villages instead of moving all the time. These villages were often in valleys near water to protect them from wind and snow. Families of the Nez Perce Indians lived together in large lodges made of wooden poles and mats made from reeds and grasses. Some people did move to fishing camps near the rivers during the summer.


What we know about the high Plateau of North America can help us understand the Andes Mountains of South America. The Andes is the longest mountain range in the world, forming a long “backbone” all along South America’s Pacific Coast. Much of the mountain area lies in the tropical climate zone, the zone closest to the equator. However, the higher the altitude, the cooler the climate. Because of this, different foods grow best at different elevations. The Inca people of hundreds of years ago built a thriving civilization in the cool and drier higher reaches of the Andes. The Inca Empire included millions of people in parts of the present countries of Peru, Ecuador, Bolivia, Chile, and Argentina. 
Agriculture took place on flatter plateau areas between the mountains and in narrow valleys. Farmers built terraces—a system of step-like flat fields cut into the steeper slopes. These terraces kept rain from washing seeds and soil down the mountains. The Inca built irrigation canals, a human-made system to bring water to the crops. Maize (corn), beans, squash, chili peppers and many varieties of native potatoes were grown. The native plant quinoa, a high-protein grain, was an important part of the diet. Fishing with nets provided food also. Llamas and alpacas were animals used in many ways. They provided meat, wool, leather, and fertilizer and were used as pack animals to travel through the rough mountain and plateau terrain. Guinea pigs were also raised as a meat source.
Metals were valuable natural resources. Inca culture is known for its objects made from gold, silver and other metals. These precious metals helped lead to the conquest of the Inca by the Spanish, who wanted these riches for themselves. The powerful Inca Empire is no more, but their descendents, the Quechua people, still live off the land on the plateaus and in the mountains. 
For the native people of both the Plateau north of the equator and the Andes to the south, villages could be established. Farming was difficult, but natural meat, fish and plant resources help provide a lifestyle of self-sufficiency.
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