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The First Americans

The history of the United States is usually called “American history”, be-
cause it goes back to a period long before the United States was officially
formed.

The first people known to have lived in the Western Hemisphere were A-
merican Indians. Most scientists believe these people wandered into North Amer-
ica from Asia at least 15, 000 years ago. At the time, ice covered much of the
northern half of the earth and sea level was very low. As a result, a piece of un-
derwater land was exposed to form a kind of bridge linking Siberia and Alas-
ka. Some Asian hunters, following the animals that they hunted, must have
wandered across what is now the Bering Strait to America. By the time the first
Europeans reached North America there were already Indians living nearly all
parts of North and South America where human being could live.

About 20 million Indians lived in North America when Columbus reached
the New World. They belonged to hundreds of tribes, spoke different languages

\ and had different ways of life. Most of them lived in small villages. Men hunted,

fished, and made war, and women took care of the crops, mostly maize
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(corn), beans, potatoes, and pumpkins, or gathered food in the woods. They

had no cattle, sheep, goats, or pigs, because there were many wild animals
for food. They had no horses or oxen used to plow fields and carry heavy
loads. They never developed vehicles with wheels, because they had no horses
or oxen to pull them. Some tribes wandered about hunting and gathering food
and never established permanent homes. These North American Indians all lived
in family groups, but were loyal to large tribes of relatives. Some tribes formed
alliances for the purposes of keeping peace among neighbors and making war on
enemies.

Some Indian tribes of North America were friendly to the early European
settlers and helped them survive in the wilderness of the New World. But as
more and more Europeans arrived and took more and more land to make new
homes, they became a threat to the Indian way of life, and Indians and whites
became enemies. The Indians suffered a lot because they had been isolated from
the Old World for thousands of years. People of the Old World had learned to
use iron and raise domestic animals. Europeans had acquired gun— powder, pa-
per, and the compass from the Chinese. The Indians of North America, on the
other hand, had none of these. In their fighting against European conquerors

with horses and guns, they were doomed to defeat.
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