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North American overkill continued?
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Abstract

Fiedel and Haynes misrepresent many of the arguments we have made concerning the overkill hypothesis. We clarify some of
these mischaracterizations and call attention to some of the factual and logical errors in their paper.

© 2003 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Keywords: Pleistocene extinctions; North America; Clovis; Radiocarbon dating; Monte Verde

We thank Fiedel and Haynes [6] for their response to
our recent discussions of Martin’s overkill hypothesis
[10,13,14]. Although many of the issues they raise are
worthy of extended discussion, our response here is
brief. Our main goal is to call attention to misrepresen-
tations of what we have argued. Because there are so
many of these, we simply point out a few as a means of
alerting readers to the fact that they exist, and that an
accurate understanding of our arguments cannot be had
from their reply.

Fiedel and Haynes maintain that Grayson and
Meltzer advise readers to trust us “because we are
experts on Pleistocene North America, whereas overkill
advocates such as Martin, John Alroy, and Flannery are
not.” No statements in any of the three papers cited by
Fiedel and Haynes [10,13,14] make such an assertion or
question Paul Martin’s profound knowledge of the
North American Pleistocene. We disagree with Martin’s
explanation of North American late Pleistocene extinc-
tions and we strongly question whether his version of
that explanation can be tested empirically, but we do not
and would not question the depth of his knowledge of
this time and place. Similarly, we do not see that we have
in any way questioned the expertize of Tim Flannery,
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one of the world’s leading experts on Australian
Pleistocene extinctions, nor would it ever occur to us to
do so. We are pleased to have this opportunity to
express our high personal and intellectual regard for
both Martin and Flannery.

On the other hand, the three papers to which Fiedel
and Haynes are responding [10,13,14] observe that the
overkill position is being used for essentially political
purposes by many scientists who are not well-versed in
the paleontology and archaeology of late Pleistocene
America. Compared to these scientists, we do possess
expertize in this realm, just as Gary Haynes does.
Examples of such political uses abound. Pleistocene
overkill is coupled with current global human impacts
by Western [29], with the threat of nuclear holocaust
by Diamond [5], with the loss of fisheries during
industrial times by Ward [28], with modern market
hunting by Murray [20], and so on. It is telling that in
the print version of his essay, Murray’s most recent
citation to the overkill debate is to a paper published in
1973 [17]. None of these people can be considered to be
experts in Pleistocene archaeology or paleontology, and
that is our point. To us, it is somewhat ironic that
the same journal that published Murray’s article also
published Michael Ruse’s discussion of evolution as a
secular religion [26], since it is our claim that while the
overkill hypothesis could be good science and has led to
significant increases in knowledge, it is, in its current
form, largely immune to empirical tests. Among many
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ecologists, it is both taken on faith and used frequently
in the context of green politics [14].

Fiedel and Haynes refer to our “newfound pre-Clovis
convictions” as being “integral to (our) rejection of
overkill”. This statement seriously misreads our
position. We explicitly stated that any convictions we
may or may not have concerning the pre-Clovis archae-
ology of the New World are unrelated to our assessment
of overkill. We also observed that Monte Verde is “likely
to be irrelevant to Martin’s argument” ([13], p. 346) and
that no matter what one makes of this site, “Clovis ...
provides the earliest secure North American evidence
that people did, in fact, encounter now-extinct large
mammals” ([14], p. 588; see also Ref. [10], p. 37). In fact,
although Martin dismisses the search for pre-Clovis
sites as “something less than serious science, akin to the
ever popular search for ‘Big Foot’ or the ‘Loch Ness
Monster’ ” ([18], p. 278), he has also made overkill
immune to the timing of entry of people into the New
World. This we discuss in some detail [10,13].

Fiedel and Haynes observe that we “strangely omit”
any discussion of the many '*C dates run on large
mammal bones by Graham, Stafford and their col-
leagues. In fact, we discuss the North American extinc-
tions chronology in detail, including the unpublished
results of the dating project to which Fiedel and Haynes
refer. The total of 15 North American genera that we cite
as having terminal radiocarbon ages younger than
12,000 BP was checked for accuracy by Graham, and his
help was carefully acknowledged by us [10,13]. We have
now checked with Graham again and he has reiterated
to us that “your comments regarding the radiocarbon
dates are exactly correct” (R. W. Graham, personal
communication, 2003).

Fiedel and Haynes criticize us for (1) observing that
15 North American genera have been dated to between
12,000 and 10,000 '*C BP, (2) noting that this leaves
open the possibility that many genera became extinct
before that time, and (3) failing to observe that all 15
extinctions have been tightly pinned to 11,400-10,800
14C BP. However, the reason we mentioned that 15
genera have been shown to have lasted beyond 12,000
4C BP is to make the very point they accuse us of not
making: that these survivals were “into Clovis times”
([10], p. 38). That is, we fully and explicitly accepted
precisely what Fiedel and Haynes accuse us of rejecting.
That the radiocarbon record for extinctions has a
“certain irresolvable ambiguity” and only reflects a
“terminus post quem” are points made by Meltzer and
Mead [19] some two decades ago.

Fiedel and Haynes further assert that Grayson and
Meltzer “do not acknowledge that these (Clovis-age)
dates fatally undermine their arguments for gradual
climate change as the cause of the extinctions”. There
are multiple misreadings of our position here. We have
not argued that gradual climate change was behind all of

these extinctions. Instead, as Grayson ([10], p. 39)
stated, the “point has been not that the extinctions were
necessarily gradual, but that we do not know when a
majority of them occurred and that we should not
assume, as Martin does, that they all occurred at about
11,000 years ago”. Furthermore, the full argument made
by Grayson and Meltzer [13] is not about the taxa that
can be shown to have become extinct during Clovis
times, but about the assumption that if 15 genera have
been shown to have become extinct between 12,000 and
10,000 years ago, then all 35 genera must have become
extinct during those times. It was this logical leap that
lead us to observe that “assuming that the extinctions
were synchronous requires that we attribute to the
extinction ‘event’ a set of properties, most notably speed
and taxonomic breadth, that it may or may not have
possessed. Once that is done, explanations of the extinc-
tions must be structured to account for those assumed
properties” ([13], p. 346). Just as important, our critique
in this area is addressed not just to overkill adherents,
but to all who assume that the extinctions were both
synchronous and confined to the terminal Pleistocene
[9]. We refer the reader to our earlier papers for more
details.

There are so many mischaracterizations of this sort in
Fiedel and Haynes’ reply that we cannot list them here,
nor do we think that it would be of much value for us to
do so. Instead, we ask the reader to compare what we
actually said to what Fiedel and Haynes assert that we
said. We are happy to live with the results of such a
comparison.

Finally, a few other matters. We are pleased that
Fiedel and Haynes applaud us for our detailed evalu-
ation of the evidence for Clovis-age hunting of now-
extinct Pleistocene mammals, and that they accept the
results of that evaluation. This is especially important to
us since Haynes’ significant methodological contribu-
tions in this realm were critical to our evaluation of that
evidence.

However, there are many statements they make about
the nature of the late Pleistocene and Holocene records
that we question. A few examples will have to suffice.
First, the black mats of arid southwestern North
America are time-transgressive and do not “typically”
date to ca. 10,700 '*C yr BP. In far southern Nevada, for
instance, “periods of black mat formation ... extend
from 11,800 to 6300, and 2300 to modern '*C yr” (Ref.
[24], p. 148). Fiedel and Haynes’ assertion that
these mats provide a clear stratigraphic marker for the
extinction event is incorrect.

Second, it is not true that archaeological sites in
eastern North America have yet to yield “the remains of
any butchered carcasses of elk, deer, bear, or woodland
bison of Holocene age.” In fact, the remains of deer
(Odocoileus virginianus) are extremely abundant in those
sites, as has long been recognized [1,16,21-23,25,27].
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Were the bones of Platygonus, Mylohyus, Tapirus and
other extinct taxa widely represented in Clovis-age sites,
we would gladly concede the point. Instead, and as
Fiedel and Haynes agree, only mammoth and mastodon
have been found in such contexts.

Finally, Fiedel and Haynes cite Jochim et al. [15] in
noting that parts of Europe were abandoned by people
during the Last Glacial Maximum and then recolonized.
Fiedel and Haynes then argue that the “explosive
re-colonization” by Magdalenian groups had “dire
consequences” for the “locally naive” late Pleistocene
mammals of Europe. However, Jochim et al. [15] also
observe that southwestern France and adjacent northern
Spain saw “continuous occupation throughout the last
glacial period” ([15], p. 130) and that it was from this
refugium that Magdalenian recolonization occurred. Of
course, this refugium has a detailed record of human
predation on large mammals, extending back into
Mousterian times [2,11,12], yet also saw significant late
Pleistocene extinctions [3,4]. Fiedel and Haynes’ argu-
ment must thus find that overkill occurred whether the
fauna was locally naive or not, and was a consequence
both of continuous human occupation (as in south-
western France) and of the sudden arrival of human
colonizers (as in other parts of western Europe). It is
precisely this kind of logic that has typified the overkill
position, rendered it unfalsifiable, and placed it beyond
the reach of science [7,9,10,13,14].

Attempts to explain Pleistocene extinctions extend
deep into the 19th century [8]. Martin’s development of
the overkill model in the 1960s articulated the idea in
ways that allowed it to be explored with unprecedented
thoroughness [7,10,14]. However, across some four
decades of advocacy (sensu Ref. [7]), overkill has be-
come untestable. The overkill position has also, despite a
clear lack of empirical archaeological support, been
adopted on faith by an influential subset of ecologists
and used to support what are essentially political argu-
ments. At the same time, sufficiently detailed alternative
hypotheses to account for this phenomenon have yet to
be developed [13,14]. If this interchange helps in any way
to return overkill to the realm of science or helps lead to
the development of alternative accounts, we will be most
pleased.
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