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Archaeology and History 
American history does not begin with Columbus's 1492 arrival in America. In actuality, 
America was settled long before the first European set foot on the continent. The 
beginning of civilization in America occurred during the last ice age, some 15,000 to 
40,000 years ago. 
 
Disagreement continues among scholars today about this period. A number of theories 
exist as to the ancestry of the first people to inhabit the New World, as well as the paths 
they took to the settlements in which they have subsequently been discovered by 
archaeologists. A number of scientific studies into genetics, time-dating,as paleo-
environmental data, as well as archeological findings at settlement sites, can at times 
support or refute these scholars' hypotheses. 
 
America was inhabited by humans long before the first European set foot on the 
continent. The beginning of civilization in America occurred during the last Ice Age 
when the nomadic, ancestral peoples of the Americas - the "Paleo-Indians" - migrated 
into the current-day continental United States and Canada. Their exact origins, as well as 
the route and timing of their migrations, are the subject of much scholarly discussion. 
 
The Land Bridge and Migrations 
The Last Glacial Maximum (LGM) of the Wurm/Wisconsin glacial period occurred 
between approximately 20,000 and 18,000 years ago. Extremely cold weather resulted in 
the formation of vast ice sheets across the Earth's northernmost and southernmost 
latitudes. As the ice sheets formed, sea levels dropped worldwide. When the Bering and 
Chukchi Seas had dropped some 400 feet lower than their present level, land beneath the 
Bering Strait was exposed. This ancient Ice Age subcontinent that united the Eastern and 
Western hemispheres is referred to as Beringia - a treeless, grassy tundra over 1,000 
miles wide. 
 
The question of how, when, and why humans first entered the Americas has been a 
subject of heated debate for centuries. Several models for the Paleo-Indian settlement of 
America have been proposed by various academic communities. While there is general 
agreement that America was first settled from Asia over the course of millennia by 
people who migrated across Beringia, their pattern of migration, timing, and place of 
origin in Asia remains unclear. The chronology of migration models is currently divided 
into two general approaches. In the first, known as the short chronology theory, the first 
movement beyond Alaska into the New World occurs no earlier than 14,000 – 17,000 
years ago, followed by successive waves of immigrants. 
 
The First American Civilizations 



After the migration or migrations, it was several thousand years before the first complex 
civilizations arose. One of the earliest identifiable cultures was the Clovis culture, with 
sites dating from some 13,000 years ago. The Clovis culture ranged over much of North 
America and also appeared in South America. It is not clear whether the Clovis people 
were one unified tribe or whether there were many tribes related by common technology 
and belief. As early Paleo-Indians spread throughout the Americas, they diversified into 
many hundreds of culturally distinct tribes. Paleo-Indian adaptation across North 
America was likely characterized by small, highly mobile bands consisting of 
approximately 20 to 50 members of an extended family. These groups moved from place 
to place as preferred resources were depleted and new supplies were sought. 
 
As time went on, many of these first settlers settled down into agricultural societies, 
complete with domesticated animals. The North American climate finally stabilized by 
8000 BCE. Climatic conditions were very similar to today's, which led to widespread 
migration, cultivation, and subsequently, a dramatic rise in population all over the 
Americas. At times, tribes would gain regional importance and dominate large areas of 
America. Empires rose across the Americas that rivaled the greatest ones in Europe. For 
their time, some of these empires were highly advanced. 
 
Paleo-Indian Hunters 
Due to the vastness and variety of the climates, ecology, vegetation, fauna, and 
landforms, ancient peoples migrated and coalesced separately into numerous separate 
peoples of distinct linguistic and cultural groups. Comparative linguistics -- the study of 
languages of different tribes -- shows fascinating diversity, with similarities between 
tribes hundreds of miles apart, yet startling differences with neighboring groups. 
 
Paleo-Indians, or Paleo-Americans, were the first peoples who entered, and subsequently 
inhabited, the American continent. Evidence suggests that small isolated groups of 
hunter-gatherers migrated far into Alaska alongside herds of megafauna such as the giant 
beaver, steppe wisent, musk ox, mastodon, woolly mammoth, and ancient reindeer (early 
caribou). Paleo-Indians lived primarily in small, mobile groups of big game hunters, 
traveling light and frequently to find new sources of food. Paleo-Indian groups were 
efficient hunters and carried a variety of tools. These included highly efficient, fluted-
style spear points as well as microblades used for butchering and hide-processing. Their 
diet was often sustaining and rich in protein due to successful hunting. 
 
Food would have been plentiful during the few warm months of the year. Lakes and 
rivers were teeming with many species of fish, birds, and aquatic mammals. Nuts, berries, 
and edible roots could be found in the forests and marshes. The fall would have been a 
busy time because food needed to be stored and clothing made ready for the winter. 
During the winter, coastal fishing groups moved inland to hunt and trap animals. 
Late-ice age climatic changes caused plant communities and animal populations to 
change. Groups moved from place to place as preferred resources were depleted and new 
supplies were sought. Small bands utilized hunting and gathering during the spring and 
summer months then broke into smaller direct family groups for the fall and winter. 



Clothing was made from a variety of animal hides that were also used for shelter 
construction. 
 
The Paleo-Indians may have moved every three to four days and covered 150 to 200 
miles a year. Traveling light during frequent moves was a more efficient utilization of 
calories than hunting and foraging farther and farther away from more permanent 
encampments. Such a highly mobile people probably also had a high reproductive rate; 
they could carry more and provide for more children on the move than if they had built 
permanent settlements. 
 
The glaciers that covered the northern half of the continent began to gradually melt, 
exposing new land for occupation, starting 17,500 to 14,500 years ago. At the same time, 
large mammals worldwide began going extinct. The Clovis culture, appearing around 
11,500 BCE (13,500 years ago), undoubtedly did not rely exclusively on megafauna for 
subsistence. Instead, they employed a mixed foraging strategy that included smaller 
terrestrial game, aquatic animals, and a variety of flora. 
 
The Early Hunter-Gatherers 
The Archaic stage, or "Meso-Indian period," was the second period of human occupation 
in the Americas. This period lasted from around 8000 to 2000 BCE. The Archaic period 
saw a changing environment featuring a warmer, more arid climate and the disappearance 
of the last megafauna. The majority of population groups at this time were still highly 
mobile hunter-gatherers, but now individual groups started to focus on resources 
available to them locally. With the passage of time there was a pattern of increasing 
regional generalization, such as the Southwest, Arctic, Poverty, Dalton, and Plano 
traditions.  
 
These regional adaptations would become the norm, with people relying less on hunting 
and gathering and more on a mixed economy of small game, fish, seasonal wild 
vegetables, and harvested plant foods. Many groups continued as big-game hunters, but 
their hunting traditions became more varied and meat procurement methods more 
sophisticated. The Archaic stage was characterized by subsistence economies supported 
through the exploitation of nuts, seeds, and shellfish. Numerous local variations have 
been identified because the ending of the period is defined by the adoption of sedentary 
farming within each local community. The placement of artifacts and materials within an 
Archaic burial site indicated social differentiation based upon status in some groups. 
 
Across what is now the southeastern United States, beginning around 4000 BCE, people 
exploited wetland resources, creating large shell middens. Middens developed along 
rivers, but there is limited evidence of Archaic peoples along coastlines prior to 3000 
BCE. There is evidence of large-scale exploitation of oysters starting around 3000 BCE. 
During the period from 3000 BCE to 1000 BCE, shell rings -- large shell middens more 
or less surrounding open centers -- developed along the coast of the southeastern United 
States. These shell rings are numerous in South Carolina and Georgia but can also be 
found scattered around the Florida peninsula and along the Gulf of Mexico as far west as 



the Pearl River. In some places, such as Horr's Island in southwest Florida, resources 
were rich enough to support sizable mound-building communities year-round. 
 
Great Bison and Great Basin Culture 
Between 10,500 BCE and 9,500 BCE (12,500 – 11,500 years ago), the broad-spectrum, 
big game hunters of the Great Plains began to focus on a single animal species: the bison, 
an early cousin of the American Bison. The earliest of these bison-oriented hunting 
traditions is known as the Folsom tradition. Folsom peoples traveled in small family 
groups for most of the year, returning yearly to the same springs and other favored 
locations on higher grounds. There they would camp for a few days, sometimes erecting a 
temporary shelter, making and/or repairing stone tools, or processing meat, then moving 
on. Paleo-Indians were not numerous, and population densities were quite low during this 
time. 
 
These bison-oriented indigenous peoples mostly inhabited a portion of the North 
American continent known as the "cultural region" of the Great Basin. The Great Basin is 
the region between the Rocky Mountains and the Sierra Nevada, in what is now modern-
day Nevada, Utah, California, Idaho, Wyoming, and parts of Oregon. The original 
inhabitants of the region are believed to have arrived as early as 10,000 BCE. The climate 
in the Great Basin was and is very arid; this affected the lifestyles and cultures of its 
inhabitants. 
 
While anthropologists can point to many distinct peoples throughout the region, most 
peoples of the Great Basin shared certain common cultural elements that distinguished 
them from other surrounding cultures. For instance, all but the Washoe spoke Numic 
languagres. There was considerable intermingling between the groups, who lived 
peacefully and often shared common territories. These groups were all predominantly 
hunters and gatherers. As a result of these broad general truths, anthropologists use the 
terms "Desert Archaic" or more simply "The Desert Culture" to refer collectively to the 
Great Basin tribes. 
 
Desert Archaic peoples required great mobility to follow seasonally available food 
supplies. The use of pottery was rare because of its weight, but intricate baskets were 
woven that could contain water, cook food, winnow grass seeds. Baskets were also used 
for storage, including the storage of pine nuts. Heavy items such as metates were cached 
rather than carried from foraging area to foraging area. Agriculture was not practiced 
within the Great Basin itself, although it was practiced in adjacent areas. The area is too 
dry: even modern agriculture in the Great Basin requires either large mountain reservoirs 
or deep artesian wells. Likewise, the Great Basin tribes had no permanent settlements, 
although winter villages might be revisited winter after winter by the same groups of 
families. In the summer groups would split; the largest social grouping was usually the 
nuclear family, an efficient response to the low density of food supplies. 
 
Pacific Coast Culture 
The land and waters of the Pacific Coast provided rich natural resources such as cedar 
and salmon in the Northwest, which allowed highly structured cultures to develop. Along 



the coast, many different nations developed, each with their own distinct history, culture, 
and society. These peoples had time and energy to devote to the development of fine arts 
and crafts, and to religious and social ceremonies. Some cultures in this region were very 
similar to one another and shared certain elements, such as the importance of salmon to 
their cultures, while others differed significantly. 
 
The indigenous music of Pacific Coast cultures was characterized by being slow in tempo 
and accompanied by a drum. The principal function of music in this region was to invoke 
spirituality. Music was created to honor the Earth, creator, ancestors, and all other aspects 
of the supernatural world. Sacred songs were not often shared with the wider world.  
Families owned songs as property that could be inherited, sold, or given as a gift to a 
prestigious guest at a feast. Professional musicians existed in some communities, and in 
some nations, those who made musical lerrors were punished, usually through shaming. 
Vocal rhythmic patterns were often complex and ran counter to rigid percussion beats. 
 
Some instruments used by the indigenous peoples were hand drums made of animal 
hides, plank drums, log drums, box drums, along with whistlers, wood clappers, and 
rattles. A great deal of the instruments were used mostly for potlatches, but also carried 
over into other festivities throughout the year. 
 
Most songs are accompanied by dancing, with the exception of celebration chants. Most 
singing was community-based. There are some solo parts, usually in the first line of each 
round of a song, but not these sections were not long. For certain ceremonies, however, 
solo songs were sung by men and women without the accompaniment. 
 
Due to the abundance of natural resources and the affluence of the coastal tribes, there 
was plenty of leisure time to create art. Many works of art served practical purposes, such 
as clothing, tools, weapons of war and hunting, transportation, and shelter; but others 
were purely aesthetic. 
 
The creation of beautiful and practical objects served as a means of transmitting stories, 
history, wisdom, and property from generation to generation. Art provided indigenous 
people with a tie to the land by depicting their histories on totem poles and plank houses. 
The symbols depicted were a constant reminder of their birth places, lineages, and 
nations. 
 
The supernatural and the environment played integral roles in day-to-day life. Therefore, 
it was not unusual for indigenous peoples' worldly goods to be adorned with symbols, 
crests, and totems that represented some important figure from both the seen or unseen 
worlds. 
 
Often the indigenous peoples would adorn their possessions with symbols that 
represented the tribe as a collective. This would often be a signal of differentiation among 
tribal groups. Such symbols could be compared to a coat of arms or the national flag of a 
country. 
 



The Pacific Coast was at one time the most densely populated area of North America in 
terms of indigenous peoples. The mild climate and abundant natural resources made 
possible the rise of a complex Aboriginal culture in what is today British Columbia, 
Washington, Oregon, and further south. Among the most prosperous of the coastal 
peoples were the Haida and the Tlingit. Other cultures included the: Nisga'a, Tsetsaut, 
Tsimshian, Gitxsan, Haisla, Heiltsuk, Wuikinuxv, Kwakwaka'wakw, Nuu-chah-nulth, 
Makah, Coast Salish, Nuxálk, Willapa, Chimakum, Quileute, and Chinook. 
 
Eastern Woodland Culture 
The Eastern Woodlands cultural region covered from what is now southeastern Canada 
and the eastern United States down to the Gulf of Mexico. The time in which the peoples 
of this region flourished is referred to as the Woodland Period. 
 
This period is considered a developmental stage known for its continuous development in 
stone and bone tools, leather crafting, textile manufacture, cultivation, and shelter 
construction. Many Woodland hunters used spears and atlatls until the end of the period 
when they were replaced by bows and arrows; however, southeastern Woodland hunters 
also used blowguns. 
 
The major technological and cultural advancement during this period was the widespread 
use of pottery and the increasing sophistication of its forms and decoration. The 
increasing use of agriculture and the development of the Eastern Agricultural Complex 
also meant that the nomadic nature of many of the groups was supplanted by permanently 
occupied villages. 
 
Early Woodland Period (1000–1 BCE) 
Research indicates that the first appearance of ceramics occurred around 2500 BCE in 
parts of Florida and Georgia. What differentiates the early Woodland period from the 
Archaic period is the appearance of permanent settlements, elaborate burial practices, 
intensive collection and horticulture of starchy seed plants, differentiation in social 
organization, and other factors. Most of these were evident in the southeastern United 
States by 1000 BCE with the Adena culture, which is the best-known example of an early 
Woodland culture. 
Middle Woodland Period (1–500 CE) 
The beginning of this period saw a shift of settlement to the interior. As the Woodland 
period progressed, local and inter-regional trade of exotic materials greatly increased to 
the point where a trade network covered most of the eastern United States. Throughout 
the southeast and north of the Ohio River, burial mounds of important people were very 
elaborate and contained a variety of mortuary gifts, many of which were not local. The 
most archaeologically certifiable sites of burial during this time were in Illinois and Ohio. 
These have come to be known as the Hopewell tradition. 
 
Due to the similarity of earthworks and burial goods, researchers assume a common body 
of religious practice and cultural interaction existed throughout the entire region (referred 
to as the "Hopewellian Interaction Sphere"). Such similarities could also be the result of 
reciprocal trade, obligations, or both between local clans that controlled specific 



territories. Clan heads were buried along with goods received from their trading partners 
to symbolize the relationships they had established. Although many of the Middle 
Woodland cultures are called "Hopewellian," and groups shared ceremonial practices, 
archeologists have identified the development of distinctly separate cultures during the 
Middle Woodland period. Examples include the Armstrong culture, Copena culture, Crab 
Orchard culture, Fourche Maline culture, the Goodall Focus, the Havana Hopewell 
culture Hopewell culture, the Kansas City Hopewell, the Marksville culture, and the 
Swift Creek culture. 
 
Ceramics during this time were thinner, of better quality, and more decorated than in 
earlier times. This ceramic phase saw a trend towards round-bodied pottery and lines of 
decoration with cross-etching on the rims. 
 
Late Woodland Period (500–1000) 
The late Woodland period was a time of apparent population dispersal. In most areas, 
construction of burial mounds decreased drastically, as did long-distance trade in exotic 
materials. Bow and arrow technology gradually overtook the use of the spear and atlatl, 
and agricultural production of the "three sisters" (maize, beans, and squash) was 
introduced. While full-scale intensive agriculture did not begin until the following 
Mississippian period, the beginning of serious cultivation greatly supplemented the 
gathering of plants. 
 
Late Woodland settlements became more numerous, but the size of each one was 
generally smaller than their Middle Woodland counterparts. It has been theorized that 
populations increased so much that trade alone could no longer support the communities 
and some clans resorted to raiding others for resources. Alternatively, the efficiency of 
bows and arrows in hunting may have decimated the large game animals, forcing tribes to 
break apart into smaller clans to better use local resources, thus limiting the trade 
potential of each group. A third possibility is that a colder climate may have affected food 
yields, also limiting trade possibilities. Lastly, it may be that agricultural technology 
became sophisticated enough that crop variation between clans lessened, thereby 
decreasing the need for trade. 
 
In practice many regions of the Eastern Woodlands adopted the full Mississippian culture 
much later than 1000 CE. Some groups in the north and northeast of the United States, 
such as the Iroquois, retained a way of life that was technologically identical to the Late 
Woodland until the arrival of the Europeans. Furthermore, despite the widespread 
adoption of the bow and arrow during, the peoples of a few areas (e.g. around the mouth 
of the Mississippi River) appear never to have made the change. 
 
Agricultural Settlements and Chiefdoms 
The earliest peoples of North and Central America banded together in egalitarian, 
extended-family groups, living by hunting and gathering. They eventually become 
specialized and adapted to the continent's various ecological niches: plains, mountains, 
deserts, woodlands, river valleys, and coastal areas. Agriculture in North America 
emerged only gradually, but proved revolutionary in its impact. Animal husbandry was 



largely absent, with only a few animals truly domesticated. Dogs, honeybees, and turkeys 
were the first animals to be domesticated in the Americas. 
 
In Central America, a few plants were cultivated as a supplement to hunting and 
gathering as early as 5,000 BCE. New plants—especially corn, beans, and squash—that 
were brought under cultivation soon offered a more secure food source. Hunting bands 
became seasonally sedentary and then semi-sedentary, until between 2,500 and 1,400 
BCE, when Central America was dominated by settled horticultural villages. 
 
Farther north, the earliest crops served initially as supplements rather than as staples. 
Agriculture gradually became more important throughout the first millennium CE, with 
villagers becoming largely agricultural by the beginning of the second millennium. 
Increasingly sophisticated societies were made possible by new crops and productive 
soils.  
 
Eastern Agricultural Complex 
Squash is considered to be one of the first domesticated plants in the Eastern Woodlands. 
Current findings suggest that this plant was cultivated circa 2,050 BCE, independent of 
contacts with Mesoamerica. The squash that was originally part of the complex was 
raised for edible seeds and to produce small containers (gourds), not for the thick flesh 
that is associated with modern varieties of squash. Other plants of the Eastern 
Agricultural Complex (EAC) include little barley, goosefoot or lambsquarters, erect 
knotweed, maygrass, sumpweed or marsh elder, and sunflower. 
 
The archaeological record suggests that humans were collecting these plants from the 
wild by 6,000 BCE, then gradually modifying them by selective collection and 
cultivation. In the 1970s, archaeologists noticed differences between seeds found in the 
remains of prehistoric Indian hearths and houses and those growing in the wild. In a 
domestic setting, the seeds of some plants were much larger than in the wild, and the 
seeds were easier to extract from the shells or husks. This was evidence that these early 
gardeners were manipulating the plants to make them more productive and accessible. 
Most experts had previously believed that agriculture in the U.S. was imported from 
Mexico, along with the trinity of subtropical crops: maize (corn), beans, and squash.  
 
What is now accepted is that the eastern United States was one of about ten regions in the 
world to become an “independent center of agricultural origin”. The oldest archaeological 
site known in the United States in which Indians were growing, rather than gathering, 
food is Phillips Spring in Missouri. At Phillips Spring, dating from 3,000 BCE, 
archaeologists found abundant walnuts, hickory nuts, acorns, grapes, elderberries, 
ragweed, bottle gourd, and the seeds of Cucurbita pepo, a gourd with edible seeds that is 
the ancestor of pumpkins and most squashes. 
 
Maize (corn) was first grown in the eastern United States around 200 BCE, and highly 
productive adapted strains became widely used around 900 CE. The spread was so slow 
because the seeds and knowledge of techniques for tending them had to cross 
inhospitable deserts and mountains—and, possibly, because more productive varieties of 



maize had to be developed to compete with indigenous crops and to suit the cooler 
climates and shorter growing seasons of the northern regions of the continent. It seems 
that maize was adopted first as a supplement to existing agricultural plants, but gradually 
came to dominate as its yields increased. Ultimately, the Eastern Agricultural Complex 
was thoroughly replaced by maize-based agriculture. 
 
West Coast of North America 
The natives in what is now California and the Pacific Northwest practiced various forms 
of forest gardening and fire-stick farming in the forests, grasslands, mixed woodlands, 
and wetlands, ensuring that desired food and medicine plants continued to be available. 
The natives controlled fire on a regional scale to create a low-intensity fire ecology which 
prevented larger, catastrophic fires and sustained a low-density agriculture in loose 
rotation—a sort of "wild" permaculture. 
Southwestern Agriculture 
Southwestern farmers probably began experimenting with agriculture by facilitating the 
growth of wild grains such as Amaranth and chenopods and gourds for edible seeds and 
containers. The earliest maize known to have been grown in the Southwest was a popcorn 
variety with a cob only about one or two inches long. It was not a very productive crop. 
More productive varieties were developed by Southwestern farmers or introduced from 
Mesoamerica. Beans and squash were also introduced from Mesoamerica, although the 
drought-resistant Tepary bean was native. Cotton, presumably cultivated, is found at 
archaeological sites dating to about 1,200 BCE in the Tucson basin. Evidence of tobacco 
use, and possibly cultivation, occurs at about the same time. Agave, especially Agave 
murpheyi, was a major food source of the Hohokam and was grown on dry hillsides 
where other crops would not grow. The early farmers also consumed and possibly 
facilitated the growth of cactus fruit, mesquite bean, and species of wild grasses for their 
edible seeds. 
 
Southwestern Cultures 
A period of relatively wet conditions saw many cultures in the American Southwest 
flourish. Extensive irrigation systems were developed and were among the largest of the 
ancient world. Elaborate adobe and sandstone buildings were constructed, and highly 
ornamental and artistic pottery was created. The unusual weather conditions could not 
continue forever, though, and gave way, in time, to the more common arid conditions of 
the area. These dry conditions necessitated a more minimal way of life and, eventually, 
the elaborate accomplishments of these cultures were abandoned. 
The Anasazi 
One prominent group were the Anasazi, who lived in present-day northeastern Arizona 
and surrounding areas. The geography of this area is that of a flat, arid, desert plain 
surrounded by small areas of high plateaus called mesas. Softer rock layers within the 
mesas eroded to form steep canyons and overhangs. The Anasazi used these cave-like 
overhangs in the side of steep mesas as shelter from the brief yet fierce southwestern 
storms. They also found natural seeps and diverted small streams of snow melt into small 
plots of maize, squash, and beans. 
 



Small, seasonal rivers formed beds of natural clays and dried mud. The Anasazi used 
hardened dry mud, called adobe, along with sandstone, to form intricate buildings that 
were sometimes found high in the natural overhangs of the mesas. The Anasazi people 
were also skilled at forming the natural clays into pottery. 
 
Between 900 and 1130 CE, a period of relatively wet conditions allowed the Anasazi 
people to flourish. Traditional architecture was perfected, pottery became intricate and 
artistic, turkeys were domesticated, and trade over long distances extended their influence 
across the entire region. Following this golden period was the 300 year drought, known 
as the Great Drought. The Anasazi culture was stressed and erupted into warfare. 
 
Scientists once believed the entire people vanished, possibly moving great distances to 
avoid the arid desert. New research suggests that the Anasazi dispersed, abandoning their 
intricate buildings and moving towards smaller settlements in order to better utilize the 
limited water that existed. 
 
The Hohokam 
Bordering the Anasazi culture, a separate civilization emerged in southern Arizona called 
the Hohokam. While many Native Americans in the southwest used water irrigation on a 
limited scale, it was the Hohokam culture that perfected the technology (all without the 
benefit of modern excavating tools). The ability to divert water into small agricultural 
plots meant that the Hohokam could live in large agricultural communities of relatively 
high population density. These communities were particularly prominent in the Gila 
River valley, where the Gila River was diverted in many places to irrigate large fertile 
plains and numerous compact towns. The bigger towns had a "Great House" at their 
centers, which was a large adobe/stone structure. Some of these structures were four 
stories in size and were likely used by the managerial or religious elites. Smaller pit 
rooms and pits were enclosed by adobe walls and used as primary residences in addition 
to many other functions. 
 
The successful use of irrigation is evident in the extensive Casa Grande village. Situated 
between two primary canals, the Casa Grande site has been the focus of nearly nine 
decades of archaeological work. The original town was built around a Great House and 
incorporated open courtyards and circular plazas into its design. By the 10th century, 
neighboring settlements had been built to accommodate overflow from the large, highly 
developed village. The scale of this community is demonstrated by the 1997 excavation 
of a mere section of it, in which 247 pit houses, 27 pit rooms, 866 pits, 11 small canals, a 
ball court, and portions of four adobe walled compounds were identified. 
 
The Hohokam culture disintegrated when the drought made it difficult to maintain their 
extensive canals. Small blockages or collapses of the canal would choke the intricate 
irrigation networks. Large towns and extensive irrigation canals were abandoned. The 
people gave up their cultural way of life and dispersed into neighboring tribes. 
 
Woodland Burial Mounds and Chiefdoms 



The Woodland period of American history followed the Archaic period. Some 
anthropological examples of this period include the Hopewell tradition, the Adena culture 
of Ohio and nearby states, and the Baytown culture. The Hopewell built monuments from 
present-day Illinois to Ohio and are renowned for their geometric earthworks. But the 
Adena and Hopewell, both prolific in the modern-day Midwest, were not the only 
mound-building peoples during this time period; such cultures lived throughout the 
eastern United States.  
 
The Adena 
The Adena culture was a pre-Columbian Native-American culture that existed from 1000 
to 200 BCE, in a time known as the early Woodland Period. The Adena culture was 
named for the large mound on Thomas Worthington's early-19th century estate, called 
Adena, in Chillicothe, Ohio. The Adena culture refers to what were probably a number of 
related Native-American societies sharing a burial complex and ceremonial system. The 
Adena lived in a variety of locations, including Ohio, Indiana, West Virginia, Kentucky, 
and parts of Pennsylvania and New York. 
 
The Adena were notable for their agricultural practices, pottery, artistic works, and 
extensive trading network, which supplied them with a variety of raw materials ranging 
from copper (from the Great Lakes) to shells (from the Gulf Coast). Adena sites are 
concentrated in a relatively small area: there are about 300 sites in the central Ohio 
Valley and perhaps another 200 scattered throughout Indiana, Kentucky, West Virginia, 
and Pennsylvania. These sites may once have numbered in the thousands. 
 
Mounds 
Lasting traces of Adena culture can be seen in their surviving earthworks. Once, Adena 
mounds numbered in the hundreds, but only a small number of Adena earthen 
monuments survive today. These mounds stood in isolation from domestic living areas 
and generally ranged in size from 20 to 300 feet in diameter. They served as burial 
structures, ceremonial sites, historical markers, and, possibly, gathering places. They 
were built using hundreds of thousands of baskets of specially selected and graded earth. 
According to archaeological investigations, Adena mounds were usually built as part of a 
burial ritual in which the earth of the mound was piled atop a burned mortuary building. 
These mortuary buildings were intended to maintain the dead until their final burial could 
be performed. Before the construction of the mounds, some utilitarian and grave goods 
would be placed on the floor of the structure, which was subsequently burned. The 
mound would then be constructed, and often a new mortuary structure would be placed 
atop that mound. 
 
Settlement Patterns 
The large and elaborate mound sites served a nearby scattering of people. The population 
was dispersed in small settlements of one to two structures. Typical houses were circular 
and ranged from 15 to 45 feet in diameter, and their walls were made of paired posts that 
tilted outward and joined with other pieces of wood to form a cone-shaped roof. The roof 
was then covered with bark. The walls may also have been made of bark or wickerwork. 
 



Shamanism 
Although the mounds are themselves beautiful artistic achievements, Adena artists also 
created smaller, more personal pieces of art. Art motifs that became important to many 
later Native Americans began with the Adena. Motifs such as the weeping eye, as well as 
the cross and circle design, became mainstays in many later cultures. Many works of art 
seemed to revolve around shamanic practices and the transformation of humans into 
animals -- particularly birds, wolves, bears, and deer. This may indicate a belief that 
objects depicting certain animals could impart those animals' qualities to the wearer or 
holder. 
 
Food Sources 
The Adena foraged and cultivated much of their food. They grew native plants such as 
pumpkin, squash, sunflower, and goosefoot. They gathered several edible seed grasses 
and nuts to supplement their diets. They also hunted animals for meat, particularly deer, 
elk, black bear, woodchuck, beaver, porcupine, turkey, trumpeter swan, and ruffed 
grouse. 
 
Tools 
The Adena created tools, such as axes, out of stone. They probably used somewhat 
rougher slab-like stones with chipped edges as hoes. They used bone and antler in small 
tools and in ornamental objects such as beads and combs. They made spoons, beads, and 
other implements from the marine conch. A few copper axes have been found, but 
otherwise the Adena typically hammered copper for ornamental use such as in bracelets, 
rings, beads, and reel-shaped pendants. 
 
The Mississippian Peoples 
The time directly leading up to the arrival of Europeans in America is known as the 
Mississippian period. The Mississippian culture was a mound-building Native American 
culture that flourished in what is now the Midwestern, Eastern, and Southeastern United 
States. A number of cultural traits are recognized as being characteristic of the 
Mississippians. Although not all Mississippian peoples practiced all of the following 
activities, they were distinct from their ancestors in adoption of some or all of these traits. 
In the realms of art and architecture, the Mississippian peoples were known for 
constructing large, truncated, earthwork pyramid mounds, or platform mounds. Such 
mounds were usually square, rectangular, or occasionally circular. Structures (e.g. 
domestic houses, temples, burial buildings) were usually constructed atop such mounds. 
The Mississippian peoples also adopted the use of riverine (or, more rarely, marine) 
shell-tempering agents in their ceramics. 
 
Socially and economically, the development of Mississippian culture coincided with the 
adoption of comparatively large-scale, intensive maize agriculture, which supported 
larger populations and craft specialization. They established widespread trade networks 
extending as far west as the Rockies, north to the Great Lakes, south to the Gulf of 
Mexico, and east to the Atlantic Ocean. As the population expanded, a complex chiefdom 
level of social complexity was established. Social inequality was institutionalized and 
political and religious power was centralized in the hands of a few people, or even one, 



person. This social stratification could be seen in the hierarchy of settlements, where one 
major center built upon several mounds has clear influence or control over a number of 
lesser communities, which may or may not possess a smaller number of mounds. 
 
Traits of the Early, Middle, and Late Mississippian Periods 
The Mississippian period is usually divided into three or more sub-sections: the Early 
Mississippian period (c. 1000–1200); the Middle Mississippian period (c. 1200–1400); 
and the Late Mississippian period, which extended from roughly 1400 to the time contact 
with the first Europeans was made. Each of these periods is an arbitrary historical 
distinction that varies from region to region, depending on the speed of adoption or 
development of given Mississippian traits. 
 
Early Mississippian cultures mark the transition of a particular community from the Late 
Woodland period way of life (c. 500–1000). Different groups abandoned tribal lifestyles 
for increasing complexity, sedentism, centralization, and agriculture. Production of 
surplus corn and the attractions of regional chiefdoms led to rapid population 
concentrations in major mound-building centers. 
 
The Middle Mississippian period is often considered the high point of the Mississippian 
era. The expansion of the great metropolis and ceremonial complex at Cahokia (in 
present-day Illinois), the formation of other complex chiefdoms, and the spread and 
development of art and symbolism are characteristic changes of this period. The 
Mississippian traits listed above came to be widespread throughout the region.  
The Late Mississippian period is characterized by increasing warfare, political turmoil, 
and population movement. The population of Cahokia dispersed early in this period 
(1350–1400), perhaps migrating to other rising political centers. More defensive 
structures are often seen at sites, sometimes accompanied by a decline in mound-building 
and ceremonialism. Although some areas continued an essentially Middle Mississippian 
culture until the first significant contact with Europeans, the population of most areas had 
dispersed or were experiencing severe social stress by 1500. Along with the 
contemporary Anasazi, these cultural collapses coincide with the global climate change 
of the Little Ice Age. Scholars have theorized that drought and the collapse of maize 
agriculture, together with possible deforestation and overhunting by the concentrated 
populations, forced them to move away from major sites. 
 
Early Empires in Mesoamerica 
Meso-American civilizations were amongst some of the most powerful and advanced 
civilizations of the ancient world. Reading and writing were widespread throughout 
Meso-America and these civilizations achieved impressive political, artistic, scientific, 
agricultural, and architectural accomplishments. Many of these civilizations gathered the 
political and technological resources to build some of the largest, most ornate, and highly 
populated cities in the ancient world. 
 
The aboriginal Americans settled in the Yucatan peninsula of present-day Mexico around 
10,000 BCE.  Archaeological, historical, and linguistic evidence suggest that the Nahua 
peoples originally came from the deserts of northern Mexico, where they lived alongside 



the Cora and Huichol, and the southwestern U.S. They migrated into central Mexico in 
several waves. The first group of Nahuas to split from the main group were the Pochutec. 
The Pochutec went on to settle on the Pacific coast of Oaxaca, possibly as early as 400. 
From c. 600, the Nahua quickly rose to power in the places where they had settled central 
Mexico and expanded into areas earlier occupied by Oto-Manguean, Totonacan and 
Huastec peoples. 
 
From this period on, the Nahua were the dominant ethnic group in the Valley of Mexico 
and far beyond, with migrations continuing to come in from the north. One of the last of 
the Nahua migrations to arrive in the valley settled on an island in the Lake Texcoco c. 
1200 and proceeded to subjugate the surrounding tribes. This group were the Mexica 
who, during the next 300 years, became the dominant ethnic group of Meso-America, 
ruling from Tenochtitlan, their island capital. Allying with the Tepanecs and Acolhua 
people of Texcoco, they formed the Aztec empire, spreading the political and linguistic 
influence of the Nahuas well into Central America. 
 
Aztecs 
The Aztec confederacy began a campaign of conquest and assimilation. Outlying lands 
were inducted into the empire and became part of the complex Aztec society. Local 
leaders could gain prestige by adopting and adding to the culture of the Aztec 
civilization. The Aztecs, in turn, adopted cultural, artistic, and astronomical innovations 
from its conquered people. 
 
The heart of Aztec power was economic unity. Conquered lands paid tribute to the capital 
city, Tenochtitlan, the present-day site of Mexico City. Rich in tribute, this capital grew 
in influence, size, and population. When the Spanish arrived in 1521, it was the fourth 
largest city in the world (including the once independent city Tlatelco, which was by then 
a residential suburb) with an estimated population of 212,500 people. It contained the 
massive Temple de Mayo (a twin-towered pyramid 197 feet tall), 45 public buildings, a 
palace, two zoos, a botanical garden, and many houses. Surrounding the city and floating 
on the shallow flats of Lake Texcoco were enormous chinampas -- floating garden beds 
that fed the many thousands of residents of Tenochtitlan. 
 
While many Meso-American civilizations practiced human sacrifice, none performed it 
to the scale of the Aztecs. To the Aztecs, human sacrifice was a necessary appeasement 
to the gods. According to their own records, one of the largest slaughters ever performed 
occurred when the great pyramid of Tenochtitlan was re-consecrated in 1487. The Aztecs 
reported that they had sacrificed 84,400 prisoners over the course of four days. 
 
The Spanish arrival at Tenochtitlan marked the downfall of Aztec culture. Although 
shocked and impressed by the scale of Tenochtitlan, the display of massive human 
sacrifice offended European sensitivities, and the abundant displays of gold and silver 
inflamed their greed. The Spanish killed the reigning ruler, Montezuma, in June 1520 and 
lay siege to the city. They destroyed it completely in 1521, aided by their alliance with a 
competing tribe, the Tlaxcala. 
 



The Expansion and Exploration of Europe 
 
The Age of Discovery, also known as the Age of Exploration and the Great Navigations, 
was a period in history that started in the early 15th century and continued into the early 
17th century. During this period Europeans engaged in intensive exploration of the world, 
established direct contact with Africa, the Americas, Asia, and Oceania and mapped the 
planet. Historians often refer to the Age of Discovery meaning the pioneering period of 
the Portuguese and Spanish long-distance maritime travels in search of alternative trade 
routes to the Indies. The contact between the Old and New Worlds produced what is 
called the Columbian Exchange: the wide transfer of plants, animals, foods, human 
populations (including slaves), communicable diseases, and culture between the Eastern 
and Western hemispheres. 
 
The Vikings are considered the true European discoverers of North America, having 
arrived in what is now Nova Scotia, a province of Canada, long before any other 
European explorers reached North America. However, they were never able to establish 
long-term colonies on the continent. Viking civilization had reached its high-water mark. 
Christianity and the emergence of a unified Christian kingdom in Norway would cause 
disunity within the Viking civilization. Europe would soon fall into a series of 
devastating bouts of epidemic disease. Explorations of a New Land to the West would 
become a legendary tale of the feared Viking pirates. Nearly 500 years would pass before 
another European saw the American continent. 
 
Christopher Columbus 
By the 15th century, trade in Europe was expanding. The Roman Empire had broken up 
into several strong Kingdoms. Trade for luxuries such as spices and silk had inspired 
European explorers to seek new routes to Asia. The fall of Constantinople to the Ottoman 
Empire in 1453 was a pivotal reason for European exploration. Trade throughout the 
Ottoman Empire was difficult and unreliable. In particular, Portugal held a lead in 
exploration and was slowly exploring the shores of the African Continent in search of a 
better route to the spices and luxuries of the Orient. It was not until the late 15th century, 
following the unification of Castile and Aragon and the completion of the reconquista 
that Spain became fully committed to looking for new trade routes and colonies overseas 
and emerged as a major power. 
 
It was against this backdrop that Christopher Columbus, a Castilian navigator and 
admiral, submitted his plans for sailing around the world to Asia. After several 
approaches to the Italian, English, and Portuguese monarchies, King Ferdinand and 
Queen Isabella of Spain finally decided to give Columbus a chance, despite the counsel 
of their advisers. King Ferdinand thought that Columbus might find something that could 
give the Spanish an opportunity to compete with their neighbor and rival Portugal. 
 
Columbus set out on his voyage on August 3, 1492. Five weeks later, after almost being 
thrown overboard by his own crew, the sailors spotted the island Columbus would call 
San Salvador, one of several islands in what are now considered the Bahamas. During 
this voyage Columbus also explored the northeast coast of Cuba and the northern coast of 



Hispaniola. Upon his return to Spain, news of the new lands discovered spread 
throughout Europe. Columbus was to make three more voyages to the New World 
between 1492 and 1503, exploring the area of the Caribbean and the mainland of Central 
and South America. 
 
Columbus made three subsequent voyages to explore and exploit the riches and resources 
of the Native Americans. He had been granted the authority by the Spanish Monarchy to 
claim the land for Spain, begin a settlement, trade for valuable goods or gold, and 
explore; he was also made governor of all the lands which he found. Columbus proved to 
be a savage and brutal governor. He enslaved and stole from the natives, at one point 
threatening to cut off the hands of any native who failed to give him gold. His brutal 
reign would foreshadow the arrival of the Conquistadors - Spanish warriors who would 
plunder and destroy the large, wealthy Aztec, Incan, and Mayan civilizations. 
 
After Columbus 
Countries other than Spain began to explore and establish settlements in the New World. 
Jacques Cartier undertook a voyage to present-day Canada for the French. There they 
began the settlement of New France, developing the fur industry and fostering a more 
respectful relationship with many of the inhabitants. The Spanish conquistadors invaded 
the new world looking for riches. While some Spanish invaders destroyed the powerful 
Aztec and Inca cultures, others chased legends, such as the fountain of youth and the 
hidden city of gold. With the Spanish empire spanning much of the South and New 
France situated in the North, there was still room for the English to exploit. As English 
nationalism rose in the 16th century, the empire began to colonize the mid-Atlantic region 
of the Continent. 
 
Beginnings of Portuguese Exploration 
In 1297, King Dinis of Portugal took personal interest in exports, and in 1317 he made an 
agreement with Genoese merchant sailor Manuel Pessanha, Pesagno, appointing him first 
Admiral of the Portuguese Navy. The King's goal was defending the country against 
Muslim pirate raids. Between 1325 and 1357, Dinis' successor, King Afonso IV, 
encouraged maritime commerce and ordered the first explorations. In 1415, Ceuta was 
conquered by the Portuguese aiming to control navigation of the African coast.  
 
Henry the Navigator 
Young prince Henry the Navigator was there and became aware of profit possibilities in 
the Trans-Saharan trade routes. For centuries slave and gold trade routes linking West 
Africa with the Mediterranean passed over the Western Sahara Desert, controlled by the 
moors of North Africa. Henry wished to know how far Muslim territories in Africa 
extended, hoping to bypass them and trade directly with West Africa by sea. He also 
aimed to probe whether it was possible to reach the Indies by sea, the source of the 
lucrative spice trade. He invested in sponsoring voyages down the coast of Mauritania, 
gathering a group of merchants, ship owners and stakeholders interested in new sea lanes. 
Soon the Atlantic islands of Madeira (1419) and Azores (1427) were reached. 
 
The Caravel 



A major advance was the introduction of the caravel in the mid-15th century, a small ship 
able to sail windward more than any other in Europe at the time. Evolved from fishing 
ships designs, they were the first that could leave the coastal cabotage navigation and sail 
safely on the open Atlantic. For celestial navigation the Portuguese used the 
Ephemerides, which experienced a remarkable diffusion in the 15th century. They were 
astronomical charts plotting the location of the stars over a distinct period of time. These 
charts revolutionized navigation, allowing to calculate latitude. Using the caravel, 
systematic exploration continued ever more southerly. 
 
Slavery in the New World 
The Spanish were the first Europeans to use enslaved Africans in the New World on 
islands such as Cuba and Hispaniola. The alarming death rate the native population 
experienced had spurred the first royal laws protecting them. Consequently, the first 
enslaved Africans arrived in Hispaniola in 1501.  
 
Increasing penetration into the Americas by the Portuguese created more demand for 
labor in Brazil—primarily for farming and mining. Slave-based economies quickly 
spread to the Caribbean and the southern portion of what is today the United States. 
There, Dutch traders brought the first enslaved Africans in 1619. These areas all 
developed an insatiable demand for slaves. 
 
As European nations grew more powerful, especially Portugal, Spain, France, Great 
Britain and the Netherlands, they began vying for control of the African slave trade, with 
little effect on the local African and Arab trading. Great Britain's existing colonies in the 
Lesser Antilles and its effective naval control of the Mid Atlantic forced other countries 
to abandon their enterprises due to inefficiency in cost. The English crown provided a 
charter giving the Royal African Company monopoly over the African slave routes until 
1712. 
 
The Atlantic slave trade peaked in the late 18th century, when the largest number of slaves 
were captured on raiding expeditions into the interior of West Africa. The expansion of 
European colonial powers to the New World increased the demand for slaves and made 
the slave trade much more lucrative to the West African powers. This lead to the 
establishment of a number of actual West African empires that thrived on the slave trade. 
 
Mediterranean Trade and European Expansion 
The prelude to the Age of Discovery was a series of European expeditions crossing 
Eurasia by land in the late Middle Ages. Although the Mongols had threatened Europe 
with pillage and destruction, Mongol states also unified much of Eurasia and, from 1206 
on, the Pax Mongolica allowed safe trade routes and communication lines stretching from 
the Middle East to China—known as the silk road. A series of Europeans took advantage 
of these to explore eastwards. Most were Italians, as trade between Europe and the 
Middle East was controlled mainly by the Maritime Republics. The close Italian links to 
the Levant raised great curiosity and commercial interest in countries that lay further east. 
 



The economic growth of Europe around the year 1000, together with the lack of safety on 
the mainland trading routes, eased the development of major commercial routes along the 
coast of the Mediterranean. The growing independence of some coastal cities gave them a 
leading role in this commerce. Maritime Republics of Venice, Genoa, Amalfi, Pisa, and 
the Republic of Ragusa developed their own empires on the Mediterranean shores. From 
the 8th century until the 15th century, they held the monopoly of European trade with the 
Middle East.  
 
The silk and spice trade, involving spices, incense, herbs, drugs, and opium, made these 
Mediterranean city-states phenomenally rich. Spices were among the most expensive and 
desired products of the Middle Ages, used in medieval medicine, religious rituals, 
cosmetics, and perfumery, as well as for food additives and preservatives. They were all 
imported from Asia and Africa.  
 
Exploration and Conquest of the New World 
European contact with the American continent began with a brief exploration by the 
Vikings. Knowledge of their newfound land became legend. At the turn of the 16th 
century, European desire for spices and contact with Asia allowed intrepid explorers the 
opportunity to rediscover the American continent.  Christopher Columbus, incorrectly 
calculating the size of the earth, undertook a voyage around the world. His legacy was 
not to find a new route to Asia, as he hoped, but to find a new continent . This continent 
was named America, after another early explorer, Amerigo Vespucci. 
 
Other countries apart from Spain began to explore and establish settlements in the New 
World. Jacques Cartier undertook a voyage to present-day Canada for the French. They 
began the settlement of New France, developing the fur industry and fostering a more 
respectful relationship with many of the inhabitants. The Spanish conquistadors invaded 
the new world looking for riches. While some Spanish invaders destroyed the powerful 
Aztec and Inca cultures, others chased legends, such as the fountain of youth and the 
hidden city of gold. 
 
The Spanish Empire 
Colonial expansion under the Spanish Empire was initiated by the Spanish 
conquistadores and developed by the Monarchy of Spain through its administrators and 
missionaries. The motivations for colonial expansion were trade and the spread of the 
Christian faith through indigenous conversions.  
 
The Spanish conquistador Juan Ponce de Leon was an early visitor to the Americas, 
traveling to the new world on Columbus's second voyage. He became the first governor 
of Puerto Rico in 1509. Upon the death of Christopher Columbus, the Spanish did not 
allow Christopher's son, who also had committed atrocities upon the Native Americans of 
the Caribbean, to succeed. The governors were released and replaced with successors 
from Spain. Leon found a peninsula on the coast of North America. He called the new 
land Florida, and chartered a colonizing expedition. His presence there was brief, 
however, as he was attacked by Native American forces and died in nearby Cuba. 
 



By 1565, Spanish forces looked to expand their influence and religion (Roman 
Catholicism) in the New World by attacking the French settlement of Fort Caroline. The 
Spanish navy overwhelmed 200 French Huguenot settlers and slaughtered them, even as 
they surrendered to Spain's superior military might. Spain formed the settlement of St. 
Augustine as an outpost to ensure that French Huguenots were no longer welcome in the 
area. St. Augustine is the oldest continuously occupied European-established city in 
North America. 
 
The French Empire 
Christopher Columbus's voyages prompted other European powers to seek out the New 
World as well. Major French exploration of North America began under the rule of 
Francis I, King of France. In 1524, Francis sent Italian-born Giovanni da Verrazano to 
explore the region between Florida and Newfoundland for a route to the Pacific Ocean. 
Verrazzano gave the names Francesca and Nova Gallia to that land between New Spain 
and English Newfoundland, thus promoting French interests.  
 
From the middle of the 16th century forward, France tried to establish several colonies 
throughout North America that failed due to weather, disease or conflict with other 
European powers. A major French settlement lay on the island of Hispaniola, where 
France established the colony of Saint-Domingue on the western third of the island in 
1664. Nicknamed the "Pearl of the Antilles," Saint-Domingue became the richest colony 
in the Caribbean at that time. This was until a 1791 slave revolt, which began the Haitian 
Revolution, led to freedom for the colony's slaves in 1794. A decade later, complete 
independence was achieved for the country. France also briefly ruled the eastern portion 
of the island, which is now the Dominican Republic. 
 
The Clash of Culture 
Different European colonial settlements in the New World exposed indigenous 
populations to Christianity, forced labor, expulsion to their lands, and foreign diseases. It 
is now widely accepted that rampant epidemic disease, to which the natives had no prior 
exposure or resistance, was the main cause of the massive population decline of the 
Native Americans. Prior to the acceptance of this explanation, there were two dominant 
hypotheses purporting to explain the depopulation. The first was the brutal practices of 
the Spanish conquistadors (known as the Black Legend), as recorded by the Spanish 
themselves. This was applied through the encomienda, a system ostensibly set up to 
protect people from warring tribes as well as to teach them the Spanish language and the 
Catholic religion; in practice, though, it was tantamount to slavery. The most notable 
account of this system was that of the Dominican friar Bartolomé de las Casas, whose 
writings vividly depict atrocities committed by the Spanish.  
 
After Emperor Charles V eradicated the notion of the encomienda system as a use for 
slave labor, there were not enough Spanish to have caused such a large population 
decline. The second European explanation was a perception of divine approval according 
to which God removed the natives as part of His divine plan to make way for a new 
Christian civilization. Similarly, many Native Americans viewed their troubles in terms 
of religious or supernatural causes within their own belief systems. 



 
Infectious Diseases in the New World  
Soon after Europeans and Africans began to arrive in the New World, bringing with them 
the infectious diseases of Europe and Africa, observers noted that immense numbers of 
indigenous Americans began to die from these diseases. One reason this death toll was 
overlooked or downplayed is that once introduced, the diseases raced ahead of European 
immigration in many areas. Disease killed off a sizable portion of the populations before 
European observations, and thus written records, were made. After the epidemics had 
already killed massive numbers of natives, many newer European immigrants assumed 
that there had always been relatively few indigenous peoples. The scope of the epidemics 
over the years was tremendous, killing millions of people—possibly in excess of 90% of 
the population in the hardest hit areas. 
 
One of the most devastating diseases was smallpox; other deadly diseases included 
typhus, measles, influenza, bubonic plague, cholera, malaria, tuberculosis, mumps, 
yellow fever, and pertussis (whooping cough). The indigenous Americas also had a 
number of endemic diseases, such as tuberculosis and an unusually virulent type of 
syphilis, which became rampant when brought back to the Old World. The transfer of 
disease between the Old and New Worlds was part of the phenomenon known as the 
Columbian Exchange.  
 
The diseases brought to the New World proved to be exceptionally deadly to the Native 
Americans. The epidemics had very different effects in different regions of the Americas. 
The most vulnerable groups were those with a relatively small population and little built-
up immunity. Many island-based groups were annihilated. The Caribs and Arawaks of 
the Caribbean nearly ceased to exist, as did the Beothuks of Newfoundland. While 
disease swept swiftly through the densely populated empires of Mesoamerica, the more 
scattered populations of North America saw a slower spread. 
 
Contemporary historians debate the legitimacy of calling the quasi-disappearance of the 
Amerindians genocide. Estimates of pre-Columbian population have ranged from 8.4 
million to 112.5 million persons, while estimates of native deaths generally range from 2 
to 15 million. In 1976, geographer William Denevan derived a consensus count of about 
54 million people. Before the arrival of Columbus, in Hispaniola, the indigenous Taíno 
pre-contact population of several hundred thousand declined to sixty thousand by 1509.  
 
Although population estimates vary, Father Bartolomé de las Casas, the Defender of the 
Indians estimated there were 6 million Taíno and Arawak in the Caribbean at the time of 
Columbus's arrival in 1492. The population of the Native Amerindian population in 
Mexico declined by an estimated 90% (reduced to 1 - 2.5 million people) by the early 17th 
century. In Peru, the indigenous Amerindian pre-contact population of approximately 6.5 
million declined to 1 million by the early 17th century. 
 
The Spanish Empire 
 



Beginning with the 1492 arrival of Christopher Columbus, the Spanish Empire expanded 
for four centuries (1492-1892) across most of present day Central America, the 
Caribbean islands, Mexico, and much of the rest of North America. The empire also 
claimed territory in present-day British Columbia; the states of Alaska, Washington, and 
Oregon; and the western half of South America. Colonial expansion under the Spanish 
Empire was initiated by the Spanish conquistadores and developed by the Monarchy of 
Spain through its administrators and missionaries. The motivations for colonial expansion 
were trade and the spread of the Christian faith through indigenous conversions.  
 
Columbus’ initial landing and first mainland explorations were followed by a phase of 
inland expeditions and conquest in the Caribbean and South America, where the first 
European settlements were settled in the New World. In 1500, the city of Nueva Cádiz 
was founded on the island of Cubagua, Venezuela. This was followed shortly thereafter 
by the founding of Santa Cruz by Alonso de Ojeda on the present-day Guajira peninsula. 
In 1502, on the coast of present-day Colombia, near the Gulf of Urabá, Spanish explorers 
led by Vasco Núñez de Balboa explored and conquered the area near the Atrato River. 
This area was inhabited by the Chibchan speaking nations, mainly the indigenous Muisca 
and Tairona people. The Spanish founded San Sebastian de Uraba in 1509 (abandoned 
within the year), and the first permanent Spanish mainland settlement in America, Santa 
María la Antigua del Darién, in 1510. 
 
The Spanish conquistador, Juan Ponce de Leon, was an early visitor to the Americas. He 
traveled to the New World on Columbus's second voyage and became the first governor 
of Puerto Rico in 1509. Upon the death of Christopher Columbus, the Spanish did not 
allow Christopher's son, who also had committed atrocities upon the Native Americans of 
the Caribbean, to succeed. The governors were released and replaced with successors 
from Spain. Juan Ponce De Leon, freed of his governorship, decided to explore areas to 
the north, where there was rumored to be a Fountain of Youth. Leon found a peninsula on 
the coast of North America, called the new land Florida, and chartered a colonizing 
expedition. His presence there was brief, however, as he was attacked by native 
American forces and died in nearby Cuba. 
 
The conquistadors, believing they held considerable military and technological 
superiority over the native cultures, attacked and destroyed the Aztecs in 1521. This 
campaign was led by Hernán Cortés, and featured the Tlaxcala and other indigenous 
peoples allied against the Mexica/Aztec empire. The Spanish conquest of the Maya 
civilization based in the Yucatán Peninsula of present day Mexico and northern Central 
America - was a much longer campaign, lasting from 1551 to 1697. The day Hernán 
Cortés landed ashore at present day Veracruz, April 22, 1519, marks the beginning of 300 
years of Spanish hegemony over the region.  
 
By the early 16th century, Spanish conquistadors had penetrated deep into Central and 
South America. European explorers arrived to Río de la Plata in 1516. Their first Spanish 
settlement here was the Fort of Sancti Spiritu, established in 1527 next to the Paraná 
River. Buenos Aires, a permanent colony, was established in 1536, and in 1537 Asunción 
was established in the area that is now Paraguay. Buenos Aires suffered attacks by the 



indigenous peoples that forced the settlers away, and in 1541 the site was abandoned. A 
second (and permanent) settlement was established in 1580 by Juan de Garay. He dubbed 
the settlement "Santísima Trinidad," and its port became "Puerto de Santa María de los 
Buenos Aires." 
 
In 1532, at the Battle of Cajamarca, a group of Spanish soldiers under Francisco Pizarro 
and their indigenous Andean Indian allies ambushed and captured the Emperor Atahualpa 
of the Inca Empire. It was the first step in a long campaign - which took advantage of a 
recent civil war and the enmity of indigenous nations the Incas had subjugated - that 
required decades of fighting to subdue the mightiest empire in the Americas. In the 
following years, the conquistadors and indigenous allies extended control over the greater 
Andes region, leading to the establishment of the Viceroyalty of Perú in 1542. 
 
By 1565, Spanish forces looked to expand their influence and religion (Catholicism) in 
the New World by attacking the French settlement of Fort Caroline. The Spanish navy 
overwhelmed 200 French Huguenot settlers and slaughtered them, even as they 
surrendered to Spain's superior military might. Spain formed the settlement of St. 
Augustine as an outpost to ensure that French Huguenots were no longer welcome in the 
area. St. Augustine is the oldest continuously occupied European-established city in 
North America. 
 
The French Empire 
Christopher Columbus’ voyages prompted other European powers to seek out the New 
World as well. Major French exploration of North America began under the rule of 
Francis I. In 1524, Francis sent Italian-born Giovanni da Verrazzano to explore the region 
between Florida and Newfoundland for a route to the Pacific Ocean (Figure 2). 
Verrazzano gave the names Francesca and Nova Gallia to that land between New Spain 
and English Newfoundland, thus promoting French interests.  
 
Later, in 1534, Francis sent Jacques Cartier on the first of three voyages to explore the 
coast of Newfoundland and the St. Lawrence River, and to investigate whether Asian 
lands could be reached from the north. His journey in 1534 retraced many of the voyages 
of the Vikings and established contacts with natives in modern-day Canada. He explored 
some of northern Canada, established friendly relations with the American Indians, and 
discovered that the St. Lawrence River Region had neither abundant gold nor a northwest 
passage to Asia. Cartier attempted to create the first permanent European settlement in 
North America at Cap-Rouge (Quebec City) in 1541 with 400 settlers, but the settlement 
was abandoned the next year after bad weather and native attacks. 
 
During the 16th century, the taming of the Siberian wilderness by the Russians had 
brought about a thriving fur trade, which created a great demand for fur throughout 
Europe. France was quick to realize that North America held great potential as a provider 
of fur. Samuel de Champlain began the first permanent settlement of New France and 
Quebec City in present-day Canada and created a prosperous trade with the Native 
Americans for beaver pelts and other animal hides. Meanwhile, further to the south, 
French Protestants, called Huguenots, had the opportunity to leave hostile European lands 



while advancing French claims to the New World. Settlements in present-day Florida and 
Georgia created tension with Spanish conquistadors, who after conquering Caribbean 
lands would begin to expand northwards in search of new territory.  
 
From the middle of the 15th century forward, France tried to establish several colonies 
throughout North America that failed due to weather, disease, or conflict with other 
European powers. A small group of French troops were left on Parris Island, South 
Carolina in 1562 to build Charlesfort, but left after a year when they were not resupplied 
from France. Fort Caroline, established in present-day Jacksonville, Florida in 1564, 
lasted only a year before being destroyed by the Spanish from St. Augustine. An attempt 
to settle convicts on Sable Island off Nova Scotia in 1598 failed after a short time. In 
1599, a sixteen-person trading post was established in Tadoussac (in present-day 
Quebec), of which only five men survived the first winter. In 1604, Saint Croix Island in 
Acadia was the site of a short-lived French colony, which was plagued by illness. The 
settlement was moved to Port Royal following year. Fort Saint Louis was established in 
Texas in 1685, but was gone by 1688. 
 
During the 17th and 18th centuries, France ruled much of the Lesser Antilles at various 
times. Islands that came under French rule during part of this time include Dominica, 
Grenada, Guadeloupe, Marie-Galante, Martinique, St. Barthélemy, St. Croix, St. Kitts, St. 
Lucia, St. Martin, St. Vincent, and Tobago. Control of many of these islands was 
contested between the French, the British, and the Dutch. A major French settlement lay 
on the island of Hispaniola, where France established the colony of Saint-Domingue on 
the western third of the island in 1664. Nicknamed the Pearl of the Antilles, Saint-
Domingue became the richest colony in the Caribbean until a 1791 slave revolt, which 
began the Haitian Revolution, led to freedom for the colony's slaves in 1794. A decade 
later, they gained complete independence for the country. France also briefly ruled the 
eastern portion of the island, which is now the Dominican Republic. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
	  


